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PREFACE


First, a note about firsts. They are so absolute—and are so much more enjoyable than lasts.

There can be only one first, and yes, there can be only one last. However, a last signals the end—it is final. That does not mean that lasts cannot be memorable, or emotional, or life-changing, because they can be. The last game ever played at Shea Stadium, for example, means different things to different people. However, the one thing that it means to everyone is that there can be—and there will be—no more games played there. It was the end. The exclamation point, of course, was when the building was torn down.

Firsts are more hopeful—they signal a new beginning. Yes, there can only be one first for any one thing, but following that first must be uncurbed enthusiasm for what can be—and will be. If you are the first batter to ever hit for the Mets, there will be thousands after you—you were just the epic and one-of-a-kind starting point. What comes after a first could be anything and everything.

This is a book about firsts. Specifically, firsts by the New York Mets, the team I have rooted for passionately for nearly 50 years. I don’t, however, remember the first Mets game I ever attended in person. That lack of a memory really bothers me. In general, I have an extremely vivid long-term memory—almost photographic at times. I remember my grandmother holding me by the hand and walking to the ice cream truck when I was maybe three years old. Grandma would always let me get the ice cream cone which, inexplicably, had a gum ball at the bottom. It felt like the crime of the century when she used to say, “Don’t tell your parents I got you this.”

I remember the time my father slipped and was falling down an entire flight of steps in Section 221 at the Nassau Veterans Memorial Coliseum before an Islanders game because he was wearing some kind of clodhopper boots. I saved him that day, by the way, by grabbing the back of his coat and reeling him in. But no one could save the hot chocolates he had in each of his hands.

I remember the cherry crunch dessert my mom would make, and the mushroom and barley dish with the cream of mushroom soup and those crunchy fried onions. Delicious. I also remember the Mayor’s Trophy Game that she took me to in the late 1970s with the Cub Scouts very clearly.

I remember always loving baseball and for as long as I can remember, always loving the Mets. When I was six, seven, and eight years old, the New York Yankees were the best team in baseball, winning three straight American League pennants and two straight world championships. I remember having a poster with a group of Yankees that said “Yankee Fever—Catch It!” I remember thinking—as an eight-year-old—that I did not want a fever of any kind and wasn’t sure why it was relevant to mention a fever on this poster, but that Reggie Jackson appeared twice on the poster and that was pretty cool. I also loved that they misspelled Graig Nettles’s name on the poster, referring to him as “Craig.” Still, I was born a Mets fan and have come to learn the pain and fury that comes with that reality. I refused to trade my 1978 Topps Joe Torre Mets manager card to my friend Raymond, who lived across the street from me on Sterling Lane. Those 1978 Mets cards still give me a feeling inside today, nearly a half a century later. Something about the script team font still makes me feel warm and fuzzy.

I loved the Mets then, I love the Mets now, I always loved when my parents took our family to Shea Stadium to see them play, but I don’t—for whatever reason—remember my first game. Over the years I have been to hundreds of Mets games, and I remember many of them for various reasons and for many firsts. I remember the first time I got to see Tom Seaver pitch in person—it was during his comeback in 1983. I remember watching a backup catcher’s deep drive to center elude the center fielder’s glove by mere inches when the Mets walked off the game and the playoff series against Arizona in 1999. That was also the first time that I remember the mezzanine level at Shea Stadium moving up and down thanks to the thunderous reaction to the homer. Remembering—and witnessing—firsts in baseball is a part of its glorious history. It bonds fans and it bonds families. Arguably, no sport has the historic currency that baseball has, and there is never a second chance to accomplish a first.

There are so many iconic Mets firsts, beginning with the team’s inaugural year of 1962. Within the pages of this book, we will go back in time and remember many of them: from the very first Mets batter, to the first Cy Young Award winner for the Mets, to the first player to hit for the cycle, and so much more. Some questions will be easy, some will be hard, and some will be downright impossible to answer. Of the dozens and dozens of stories from the 1960s all the way to the 2020s, hopefully this book will offer some surprises to even the most seasoned fan.

We will uncover many forgotten memories from the days at the Polo Grounds, Shea Stadium, Citi Field, and from the road. Players, managers, coaches, broadcasters, and stadiums will all be fair game. From the first day that it was announced that there would be a New York Metropolitan Baseball Club, Inc., there have been many franchise firsts. In fact, the only first that will not be revealed in this book, sadly, is the first time that the author attended a game at Shea Stadium. That, unfortunately, will remain lost in time, paved over in the parking lot of Citi Field. The bigger question is, what are the firsts that you remember? Or maybe some that you have forgotten. I invite you to read on!










THE EARLIEST FIRSTS (1961–1966)


It stands to reason that many of the Mets “firsts” would have come during their earliest years: 1961, the year before they first played in the majors; 1962 and 1963, their first two seasons in the National League; and the following seasons of 1964 to 1966.

The first set of questions in this book will all relate to the Mets’ first several seasons. The first manager, the first hit, the first win—all of the obvious ones. However, it will also include some that will make you think—the first head groundskeeper, the first mascot, the first player who was traded for himself. Yes, you read correctly, the Mets had a player who was traded for himself.

Depending on your age, these might be blissful memories of a bygone era of baseball, a time where losing came second to the pride of having a National League baseball team back in New York City. A time before names like Seaver, Koosman, Agee, or Harrelson filled the dugout. Or, you might be younger and learning much of this information for the first time: how the Mets came to be, who the architects were, and who took the early punches. Only in 1962 could the Mets establish so many of their firsts. All of the major—and most of the not major—firsts in batting, pitching, and fielding by default had to happen that season. However, far from all of the firsts took place in that earliest of seasons. From 1962 through 1966 the Mets compiled a record of 260 wins and 547 losses. Still, there are stories to be told, players to be lauded, and firsts to remember—or discover for the first time!

Who were the first “Mets,” before the present-day Mets?

To answer this very first of the first questions, we have to go back before the 1960s—way before. The New York Metropolitan Club was founded in the late 19th century as an independent baseball team. The club name, “Metropolitan,” had previously been used by an amateur club that played in New York as early as 1858. However, this iteration of the Metropolitans, often referred to as the “Mets,” played their games originally in Brooklyn and in Hoboken. After playing one season in the Polo Grounds, the “Mets” moved to Metropolitan Park in Harlem. That move proved to be ill-fated and brief, as the team quickly returned to the Polo Grounds, as Metropolitan Park was cited as “The Dump” by players and spectators alike. The “Mets” of the American Association returned to the Polo Grounds for games on days when the New York Giants of the National League were not playing. In 1962, when it was time to officially name the new franchise in Major League Baseball, its original formal name was the “New York Metropolitan Baseball Club, Inc.,” a purposeful nod of tradition to the ballclub from the 1800s. Though it was nearly 100 years later, the 1962 Mets would also be playing at the Polo Grounds, an incredible commonality between the two teams. However, the current-day Mets were never referred to as the Metropolitans. As early as May 1961 it was established, as per Louis Effrat of the New York Times, that the team would go by the name the Mets. This brevity was reportedly appreciated by NYC newspaper headline writers, broadcasters, and fans.

Now that the team had a name, it needed some players. Can you name the first man to officially be a New York Met?

On October 10, 1961, the National League Expansion Draft was held for the benefit of getting the two newest teams in baseball—the Mets and the Houston Colt .45s—players for their rosters. The Colt .45s, who would later become known as the Astros, selected Eddie Bressoud from the San Francisco Giants. The Mets then had their pick. The very first player to ever be selected by the New York Mets was—Hobie Landrith of the San Francisco Giants. “You gotta have a catcher or you’re gonna have a lot of passed balls,” Mets manager Casey Stengel was quoted as saying. However, this would not be the catcher to lead the Mets for very long. Already on the wrong side of 30, Landrith was no superstar to be sure. In fact, when Landrith was sent the contract offer by the Mets, he turned it down because it was $3,000 less than he had made the year before with San Francisco. He told Mets general manager George Weiss that the offer was “totally unacceptable.” Undeterred, the Mets sent the same exact contract back to Landrith three times, eventually leading to Landrith giving up and signing the deal. There was not a lot of leverage for players in 1961, and the $75,000 was the required minimum for all first-round picks in the draft. Landrith started the year with the Mets in 1962 but did not stick around in New York very long. In June 1962, the Mets traded Landrith to the Baltimore Orioles as the “player to be named later,” completing a trade from a month earlier in which the Blue and Orange acquired Marv Throneberry. Landrith passed away just as the 2023 season was getting underway.

By 1962, the Mets had three minor-league affiliates, including the Syracuse Chiefs as their Triple-A team. Can you name any of the first three minor-league teams that the Mets had working agreements with in 1961?

This one is a tough one for so early in the book, but anyone who is of a certain age might remember that before the Mets stepped foot into their first spring training in 1962, they were affiliated with three minor-league teams—the Lexington Indians of the Western Carolina League, the Raleigh Capitals of the Carolina League, and the Mobile Bears—a Double-A team from the Southern Association. The Bears ended the 1961 season—their one and only season as a Mets affiliate—with a record of 61 wins and 92 losses, finishing eighth in the SA. They were led by a gentleman named Shephard Frazier, who batted .265, had a career-high 22 doubles, and drove in 57 runs. Unfortunately for the Mets, the Bears—and the Southern Association—would fold following the 1961 season. Unrelated to the Mets, of course! Or, was this an omen of things to come in 1962? For good measure, Shephard Frazier never played organized baseball again.

Who was the first manager of the Mets?

Hold on! Before you throw this book down and scream “what kind of nonsense book is this?”—we all know that you know that Casey Stengel was the first manager of the Mets. However, go back and look at the question again. The emphasis is on the word was, not the word who. Sure, Mets fans of all ages remember that it was the Ol’ Professor who managed the Mets during their infantile years. The grandfatherly, likable, quotable manager has his #37 retired in the rafters of Citi Field and is one of the most beloved characters in franchise history. However, how many fans today really know who Casey Stengel was? How many remember that he started as an outfielder for the Brooklyn Dodgers way back in 1912? How many know he led the National League in on-base percentage in 1914? Many remember Casey as a legendary manager of the New York Yankees, winning an incredible seven world championships and three American League pennants in a 12-year span. Yet, few seem to remember he had three managerial positions before coming to the Yankees, managing the Dodgers and the Boston Bees—who would eventually become the Boston Braves. Before taking over the Mets as a 71-year-old manager, he had accumulated 1,730 regular-season victories. “There was nobody like Casey before him, and no one like him since,” read the description for Marty Appel’s book, Casey Stengel: Baseball’s Greatest Character. “Casey Stengel was, for an astonishing five decades, the undisputed, hilarious, and beloved face of baseball.”

Who was the first man to come to bat for the Mets?

Heading into the 1962 season, future Hall of Famer Richie Ashburn had built himself quite a resume. He had nearly 8,000 at-bats, led the National League in plate appearances four times, led the National League in hits three times—each time having more than 200 hits, led the National League in batting average twice—including hitting at a .350 clip in 1958, and led the National League in times on base five times. However, on April 11, 1962, Ashburn entered a much more exclusive club—actually a club for one. In front of 16,147 fans at the old Busch Stadium, Ashburn faced St. Louis pitcher Larry Jackson in the very first at-bat for a Mets hitter. The result? He popped out to center fielder Curt Flood.

Who was the first pitcher to start for the Mets?

As time goes on—and the years tick away—this becomes a more difficult question than it once was. You have to know your stuff to remember that Roger Craig started the very first game on the mound for the Mets, in St. Louis against the Cardinals. Things did not go well for Craig, or the Mets in that game, who went on to lose an 11–4 decision. Craig, an eight-year veteran, did not give the Mets much of a chance, as Stan Musial and Ken Boyer drove in runs in the second inning, and Bill White, Musial, and Boyer once again drove in runs in the third inning. As it turned out, it would be the first of nine straight losses to start the Mets’ existence. Two of those losses would be charged to Craig, who went on to lose 24 games for the Mets in 1962.

Who was the first Mets player to hit a home run?

What is so remarkable about the 1962 Mets, a team that lost more games than any team in the history of the major leagues—even to this day—is that they had some of the greatest players to ever put on a uniform. Unfortunately, their greatness was achieved in uniforms other than the blue and white pinstripes of the Mets. The 1962 team actually had two Hall of Famers, and it was one of those men who blasted the first home run in franchise history. It came in the very first game in the team’s history, when Gil Hodges led off the top of the fourth inning against St. Louis Cardinals right-hander Larry Jackson. Hodges, who had blasted 361 homers in his Hall of Fame career with the Brooklyn and then Los Angeles Dodgers, took Jackson deep over the left field wall at St. Louis’s Busch Stadium. The home run moved Hodges ahead of Joe DiMaggio into 11th place in all-time home runs. By the end of the 2022 season, Hodges sat in 81st place on the all-time list with his 370 lifetime homers.

The Mets finished the 1962 season with a record of 40-120-1. When was their first tie game?

Ties don’t happen in baseball—at least not during the regular season. Spring training games, sure—the 2002 All-Star Game, yes. However, on September 9, 1962, baseball’s two newest teams managed to do something that is hardly ever done, in front of a frenzied crowd of 3,360 fans—they tied. The Mets and fellow expansion Houston Colt .45s started their game at Colt Stadium at 4:00 p.m. local time in Houston, mostly because of the broiling heat earlier in the day. The game had originally been scheduled for 2:30 p.m., but the 100-degree temperatures made that impossible. In 1962, the average length of a game was just over two and a half hours. Still, little wiggle room for the curfew rule which stated that no inning could begin after 7:00 p.m. Especially when you figure in the two rain delays. So this was not a case of the teams running out of pitchers, or playing 15 innings deep into the night. No, the Mets and Colt .45s were tied, 7–7, after eight innings of play, and simply ran out of time. The bottom of the eighth inning concluded at 7:07 p.m., and the ninth inning was not allowed to start. While the game was registered as a tie, with no winner or loser, all individual batting and pitching statistics counted from the game. Because this was a Houston-based rule, the Colt .45s actually tied two games in 1962.

What was on the cover of the very first Mets yearbook?

There were five editions of the 1962 Mets yearbook, and all of them had the same cover—basically. The cover, drawn by legendary New York World-Telegram sports cartoonist Willard Mullin, depicted a baby, wearing a Mets cap, a diaper, and spikes. It was said at the time that the “baby Met” was a caricature of Mullin’s grandson, Ted. Oh, and one more thing: the yearbook cost 50 cents. As a comparison, the 2023 Mets yearbook would have set you back 18 bucks. The following season, an illustration of Mr. Met donned the cover of the team’s official yearbook, but we will save that story for the next book, Mets Seconds.

When was the first season that the Mets did not lose 100 or more games?

Things could not have started any worse than they did for the Mets franchise. In fact, the earlier years of the Mets reverberate to this very day. Through the end of the 2022 season, the Mets have 4,652 wins and 4,988 losses. Simple subtraction, and apologies for including any math at all, tells you that the Mets are 336 games under .500. That means that if you are looking at things logically, the Mets will most likely never be able to reach the all-time .500 mark. Think about it—if the Mets won 100 games over the next nine seasons, they would do it—they would be two games over .500. Consider this for a moment: In their 60-plus-year history, the Mets have won 100 or more games four times—and never in consecutive seasons. Nine straight years of 100-plus wins is kind of a big ask. This all, unfortunately, dates back to the early 1960s, when year after year the Mets lost 100-plus games. In the team’s first four seasons—from 1962 through 1965—they went a combined 194-452. That is 258 games under .500. It was not until 1966 that the Mets broke the 100-loss streak. Under manager Wes Westrum, the Mets won 66 games and lost “just” 95 for a winning percentage of .410. Hardly worth cheering about—unless it is the best year in franchise history! One year before names like Koosman and Seaver were even mentioned, the Mets sent pitchers like Jack Fisher, Dennis Ribant, and Bob Shaw to the mound. Each of those starters won 11 games for the Mets, whose offense was led by Ed Kranepool, Ken Boyer, and Ron Hunt. Hardly a contender, the Mets finished in ninth place in the National League for the first time—eight games better than the lowly Chicago Cubs. The Mets would lose 100 games in 1967, but would not do so again until 1993.

Who was the first Mets pitcher to throw a one-hitter?

On June 22, 1962, Houston’s Joe Amalfitano—who was batting .227—lined a one-out single to left field. No big deal, the Mets were already 30 games under .500 and giving up a first-inning single to an opponent was hardly breaking news. Here is the only thing—the Colt .45s would not get another hit for the rest of the game. Mets starting pitcher Al Jackson completely shut down the Houston bats and allowed only two walks the rest of the way, as the Mets won the game, 2–0. Jackson, who entered the contest with a 3-8 record, was masterful on this night in the Polo Grounds, striking out nine batters. After walking Norm Larker in the top of the first to put two runners on base, Jackson retired the next 21 batters before issuing a ninth-inning leadoff walk to pinch-hitter Pidge Browne. Jackson closed out the ninth with three straight outs for the complete-game shutout. As with any well-pitched game, there are usually defensive gems to talk about, and this game was no different. In the top of the fifth inning, right fielder Richie Ashburn made a leaping catch to save a hit. Later in the game, shortstop Elio Chacón made a sensational stop behind second base and had the wherewithal to flip the ball to second baseman Charlie Neal who made the throw to first base. Following the game, New York Times writer Bob Lipsyte called Jackson a “complete master of the situation,” adding that he seemed to get stronger late in the game with a “humming” fastball and a “snapping” curve. “For fans of the 1962 Mets, Jackson’s star turn was a reminder that their ragtag new heroes were capable of playing tight, exciting, well-executed big-league ball from time to time,” Kurt Blumenau wrote for SABR.org. “The feeling didn’t last long. In the second game of the June 22 doubleheader, the Mets made six errors, Houston hit four home runs, and the Colts bombed the Mets, 16-3.”

The Mets lost their first nine games as a franchise. Who was the first team that they defeated?

A win seemed unlikely as the 0-9 Mets prepared to play the finale of a four-game series in Pittsburgh against the 10-0 Pirates on April 23, 1962. Of course, of those 10 straight victories, five had come at the expense of the Mets, and only 16,176 people showed up to Forbes Field that day. Still, it would prove to be a historic game for the Mets and their fans, as the boys from New York defeated the Pirates, 9–1. Six players drove in runs for the Mets, including two RBIs by Mets starting pitcher Jay Hook. In all, the Mets pounded out 14 hits against four Pittsburgh pitchers, and they could put the fear of going 0-162 behind them. Instead, they finished with what is still the worst record in the history of baseball, going 40-120, 60 1/2 games behind the first-place San Francisco Giants.

What Mets pitcher allowed the first home run against the Orange and Blue?

Despite giving up 11 runs in their first-ever game to the St. Louis Cardinals and then another four to the Pittsburgh Pirates in game two, it was not until the third game in franchise history that a Mets pitcher would give up a home run. That honor—or lack of honor—like so many others, went to Al Jackson. In the second inning of that third game, Bill Mazeroski went deep. Not known for his power, per se—despite his legendary homer that ended the 1960 World Series—the Pittsburgh second baseman did reach double-digits in home runs in six seasons, including the 1962 campaign, during which he hit 14 dingers. Of course, this one, against Jackson and the Mets, was his first of the season and the first ever to be hit against the New York Mets.
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Al Jackson was involved with several firsts in Mets history, including allowing the first home run hit against the franchise. On the bright side, he was the first Met to pitch a one-hitter.

 Jay Publishing via tradingcarddb.com, Public domain, via Wikimedia Commons

When did the Mets turn their first triple play?

OK, this is a really tough one because you would either need to remember the 1962 season extremely well, or just be perhaps the most knowledgeable Mets fan of all time. The first triple play turned by the Mets came on May 30, 1962, at the Polo Grounds against the Los Angeles Dodgers. In the top of the sixth inning, with runners on first and second and no one out, Willie Davis of the Dodgers lined out to Mets shortstop Elio Chacón, who made a leaping catch and threw to second baseman Charlie Neal to double up Maury Wills. Neal then wheeled around and fired a laser to first baseman Gil Hodges, who caught Jim Gilliam lingering off of first base. It was a 6-4-3 triple play—and if you got that one, wow!

Who was the first mascot for the Mets?

OK, let’s get this out of the way immediately—it was not Mr. Met. Nope, the huge-headed Mr. Met was first introduced to the world as a drawing on the covers of the 1963 Mets yearbook and programs. There was no actual Mr. Met mascot, however, until 1964. It wasn’t Mettle the Mule, who grazed beyond the outfield fence near the Mets bullpen during the 1979 season. No, the Mets’ first mascot actually was short-lived and debuted the year that the team did. His name—Homer the Dog, a cute little beagle who often held signs rooting the Mets on in his mouth. However, Homer could not really produce the way it was advertised that he would.

In 2012, New York Times writer Richard Sandomir wrote of Homer’s weaknesses from back in 1962: “Manager Casey Stengel hated him and refused to let the beagle sit on the Mets bench. Homer was supposed to celebrate a Mets home run by running the bases at the Polo Grounds. According to Roger Angell’s book Game Time, Homer performed well in rehearsals, but in his first real test he touched first base and second, then took a detour and raced to center field. He had to be wrangled by ‘three fielders, two ushers and the handler,’ according to the book.”

Homer was soon fired.

What was the first official cola of the Mets?

Being the “official” anything in baseball did not really become a thing until more recent years. However, there were exceptions, as Rheingold owned the spot under the Polo Grounds scoreboard and then the Shea Stadium scoreboard to stake a claim as the official beer of the Mets, despite the fact that multiple brands of beer were sold in the stadium. When it comes to soda, however, typically only one brand is sold in a given stadium. For years—on and off between 1962 and the 1970s—Royal Crown Cola, better known as RC, staked a claim as the official cola of the Mets. By the 1990s, the Mets had graduated to Pepsi, and following their trip to the 2015 World Series, the Mets broke into the majors by renaming their Pepsi Porch the Coca-Cola Corner. For me, there has been no greater acquisition by the Mets than the 2016 pickup of Diet Coke. However, what is interesting is that despite claiming to be the official cola of the Mets, Royal Crown did not have any advertisements posted at the Polo Grounds. Coca-Cola, however, had a huge billboard in right-center field. Fans of a certain age might actually know the definitive answer to this question, but it is safe to say that the taps at the Polo Grounds have long run dry. Was it Coca-Cola that was served in that very first season at Mets games? Was it RC? The Mets only averaged just over 11,000 fans per home game that season, so finding someone who knows might be harder than finding an ice-cold RC these days!

Who was the first Mets player to be traded for himself?

Harry Chiti. There is no use in keeping anyone in suspense. The odds are you’ve never heard of him, and the details are much more interesting than the actual name. It all started in April 1962 when the Mets purchased Chiti, a 12-year veteran and catcher, from the Cleveland Indians for a player to be named later. Chiti had spent time during his career with the Chicago Cubs and Kansas City Athletics and was traded to the Mets before ever playing a game for Cleveland. Chiti appeared in 15 games for the Mets in 1962, batting just .195, making it clear that he was not the right fit in New York. So, on June 15, the Mets sent Chiti back to Cleveland as the player to be named later in the deal that had brought him to the Mets in the first place. He never played in the majors again.

Who hit the first grand slam home run for the Mets?

After spending eight seasons in the New York Yankees’ minor-league system, Rod Kanehl was picked by the Mets in the 1962 minor-league draft. He made the Mets out of spring training because he was familiar to manager Casey Stengel, whom Kanehl had impressed while he was in the Yankees’ farm system a few years earlier. Despite not being a power hitter and only
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