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		In loving memory of Edward John Willi, Jr.
(APRIL 27, 1933–JUNE 25, 2018),
a great baseball fan and an even better person.

	
		
		Few things can help an individual more than to place responsibility on him, and to let him know that you trust him.

			—BOOKER T. WASHINGTON

		

		• • •

		
			Start by doing what’s necessary; then do what’s possible; and suddenly you are doing the impossible.

			—ST. FRANCIS OF ASSISI
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			PROLOGUE

			Forty-one is a notable number in the history of Flushing, Queens, the biggest and easternmost borough of New York City. It’s not so much because the neighborhood sits hard by the 41st latitude or because the number was once worn by men named Gordon Richardson and Jim Bethke, both of whom pitched briefly for the local baseball team, the New York Mets, in the mid-1960s. It is more because of the person to wear it after them, a rookie from Fresno, California, named George Thomas Seaver. He arrived in New York in 1967 and, unlike Richardson and Bethke, was a starting pitcher. He wore number 41 with such distinction that no Met will ever put it on again.

			Tom Seaver and his contemporaries played their ball games in Shea Stadium, where the Mets took up residence in 1964 and stayed until 2008. Built on top of an ash heap, Shea opened just ahead of the 1964 World’s Fair, not far from the former site of Ned’s Diner on Roosevelt Avenue. In its fifth year of existence, two men walked on the moon, four hundred thousand people descended on a farm in New York’s Catskill Mountains for the biggest and muddiest musical event in history, and Shea Stadium became the epicenter of the baseball world.

			The last of these developments was the most unforeseen.

			Shea Stadium was a bowl-shaped edifice, long on symmetry, short on character, its most notable architectural feature the blue and orange tiles that were speckled around its perimeter like rectangular graffiti. It was located a long toss from a bay and creek that bore the name Flushing—an anglicized derivation of the Dutch town Vlissengen, given to the area by its first European settlers. In its earliest days, Flushing was the horticultural hub of New York City, a locale with rich creekside earth that spawned a wide assortment of trees and shrubs, along with the first commercial nursery in the United States. Started by a father and son, Robert and William Prince, the nursery opened for business almost forty years before the signing of the Declaration of Independence.

			
			In Shea Stadium’s formative years, it was known for neither fertile soil nor winning baseball. A four-sided clock tower with the words SERVAL ZIPPERS rose in plain view over the left-center-field fence. For decades the Serval Zipper Company helped people keep their pants and dresses on but paid scant attention to its clock, which was stuck at 10:59 for years and showed no more signs of getting unstuck than the Mets showed of ever leaving last place.

			The Mets began life as an expansion team in 1962, joining the National League along with the Houston Colt .45s (renamed the Astros late in 1964, to coincide with their move into baseball’s first indoor ballpark, the Astrodome). Their principal owner was Joan Whitney Payson, a scion of one of the nation’s wealthiest families, a woman whose ancestry traced back to the Mayflower. A patron of the arts and noted philanthropist, Payson also had a deep passion for horse racing and baseball, owning a number of Thoroughbreds and a minority share in the New York Giants. When the Giants and Brooklyn Dodgers decamped for California after the 1957 season, Payson was among the appalled masses who couldn’t imagine life in New York without a National League ball club. So when the league announced it was adding two franchises, Payson bought one. She thus became the first woman to purchase a club in big-league history.

			Payson hired former Yankees general manager George Weiss to be the Mets’ first president. Weiss, in turn, hired 71-year-old Casey Stengel, who had led the Yankees to seven World Series titles and three American League pennants in 12 years, to be their manager. The two men had unassailable baseball credentials, but their winning pedigree did not carry over to their new enterprise.

			
			The 1962 Mets went 40-120, losing more games than any ball club in the twentieth century and finishing 60½ games out of first place. This is not easy to do. It requires staggeringly poor results over the full six-month season, and that is precisely what the Mets achieved, with losing streaks of 9 games (to start the season), 13 games, and 17 games, along with another patch in which they lost 16 of 17. The ’62 Mets made 3 errors in their first game, 3 in their last game, and 204 more errors in between. Crisp baseball was in such short supply that one player remembered a road trip in which Stengel announced the day’s itinerary: “There will be two buses to the park from the hotel. The two o’clock bus is for those who need a little extra work, and then there will be an empty bus leaving at five o’clock.”

			The Mets’ last rally of their debut season—two on and nobody out against the Cubs in the top of the eighth inning of game 160 at Wrigley Field—ended when catcher Joe Pignatano, a former Dodger and future Mets coach, came on for Clarence “Choo Choo” Coleman and hit into a triple play. It would be Pignatano’s final big-league at bat, clearing his schedule to report to his off-season job in the toy department at Abraham & Straus, a Brooklyn department store.

			The Mets played their first two seasons in the Polo Grounds, the former home of Payson’s beloved New York Giants in upper Manhattan, just across the Harlem River from Yankee Stadium, before relocating to Shea. The move changed little beyond their mailing address. The Mets continued to lead all of baseball in futility, averaging 108 losses per season in their first half-dozen years, an avalanche of defeats that did nothing to diminish the enthusiasm of their ever-faithful fans, who kept coming through the turnstiles and kept embracing the players’ earnest, if unavailing, efforts to win an occasional game.

			
			Steve Aptheker was one of those fans, a 14-year-old kid from the Canarsie section of Brooklyn when the Mets were born who grew up to be a lawyer and eventually moved his practice (not by accident) to a few miles from the New York Mets’ spring training headquarters in Port St. Lucie, Florida. To Aptheker, the indefatigable spirit of Mets fans had everything to do with the heartache that came when their National League forebears, the Brooklyn Dodgers, bolted for the West Coast after the 1957 season.

			“You can’t overestimate the horror of losing the Dodgers and of wandering in the wilderness for four years,” Aptheker said. “The Mets were our salvation.”

			Indeed, the Dodgers had been as much a part of their Flatbush neighborhood as the concrete sidewalks on Bedford Avenue. Dr. Joseph Viteritti, a professor of public policy at New York’s Hunter College, used to bike on those sidewalks to go to games. He and most all of the neighborhood kids would play stickball, stoopball, boxball, and punchball—every variation of baseball that their urban environment could accommodate. Baseball was their sport, and playing in Ebbets Field one day was their dream. After Dodgers games, the kids would wait on the Sullivan Street side of Ebbets, where the players would exit the park, relishing the proximity of their ball-playing heroes. The players made good money, certainly, but not so much that they lived in gated suburban mansions or Manhattan penthouses. These weren’t distant, millionaire idols; they were participants in daily borough life, mostly living and raising their families in the neighborhood. Viteritti, the son of a shipfitter at the Brooklyn Navy Yard, liked that. He liked that Gil Hodges’s brother-in-law owned Jack’s Barber Shop on Washington Avenue and that there was a photo in the front window of Hodges stretching forward from first base to scoop up a throw. Sometimes the man himself would show up, and would always honor every autograph request. The day Viteritti got his Gil Hodges autograph, he tore a piece of loose-leaf paper from his school binder and was awed by the size of Hodges’s forearms as he signed his name.

			
			One of Viteritti’s favorite parts of Ebbets Field was the movie-theater-style marquee atop the ballpark, between center and right field. Beneath the words NEXT GAME were white letters on a black background displaying the name of the upcoming opponent, date, and game time. The marquee always gave young Joe Viteritti something to look forward to. On the night of September 24, 1957, he and a friend biked over to Ebbets one last time. After 67 years in Brooklyn, the Dodgers were closing up shop.

			The Dodgers beat the Pirates 2–0, behind Danny McDevitt. A shortstop named Don Zimmer had the last hit at Ebbets Field. Gil Hodges had an RBI single but also made the last Dodger out, striking out in the bottom of the eighth.

			“We looked up at the NEXT GAME sign, and it was blank,” Viteritti said. “That’s when it hit us: they really were leaving. There would be no next game. It was devastating. It was like losing a member of your family.”

			Steve Aptheker can barely say the word Dodgers without gagging even now, more than six decades later. He can tell you about his first visit to Ebbets Field, sitting behind third base, rooting for his favorite player, Jackie Robinson. He can provide details of the time that Don Newcombe, a superb pitcher and powerful hitter, crushed a ball so hard it went through—not over—the Ebbets Field fence (he was awarded a home run). He can report on the night he ventured to the Polo Grounds for the first time, to see his Dodgers play the hated Giants in enemy territory. Aptheker went with his father and wore his Dodgers jacket.

			“This kid has guts,” the Polo Grounds ticket taker told Aptheker’s father and then let the boy in for free. The date was August 31, 1956. Willie Mays homered, and the Giants went up 3–0 before Steve Ridzik, their starter, walked Robinson to lead off the fourth. Aptheker can still see Jackie Robinson dancing off first, his feet as alive as if he were on hot coals. Robinson stole second. The Dodgers went on to win behind Newcombe’s twenty-second victory of the season.

			When the Dodgers made their first visit back to New York to play the Mets, there was no chance Steve Aptheker was not going to be there and even less chance he would cheer for the team that jilted him. He was now a fan of the New York Mets.

			
			The series opened with a doubleheader on Memorial Day 1962. A crowd of almost 56,000 poured into the Polo Grounds. Aptheker and three friends—John Minichelli, Ralph Subbiondo, and Jeff Rosenberg—sat in the last row of the upper deck behind third base, along with the white bedsheet they’d brought along for the occasion.

			Sandy Koufax, born and raised in Brooklyn, former baseball and basketball standout at Lafayette High School, started for the Dodgers, Jay Hook for the Mets. The Mets were down 10–0 in the top of the fourth when the kids from Canarsie unfurled the sheet and started to chant the words they’d written on it with green paint:

			LET’S GO METS.

			They chanted it again.

			“Let’s go, Mets!”

			They kept chanting, over and over.

			“Let’s go, Mets! Let’s go, Mets!”

			Soon other fans joined in, and the simple, staccato chorus grew louder and louder, scoreboard be damned.

			The early Mets were quintessential underdogs, largely a collection of castoffs and retreads, once stellar players who were in steep decline and whose presence might sell a few tickets. You want to take a last look at Gil Hodges or Duke Snider or Warren Spahn? Go see the New York Mets, your kindred bat-and-glove-toting souls.

			“The Mets were the team from the outer boroughs, the same way the Dodgers were,” Viteritti said. “They were not the Yankees, and their fans didn’t want them to be the Yankees. Their fans were underdogs themselves, working-class people struggling to make a living. You sat in the bleachers once in a while or you watched the game on TV for nothing, because there was no cable. You didn’t have a lot. You worked hard and hoped things would get better, and the Mets were your team.”

			It was a match waiting to happen.

			
			A story about the “Let’s go, Mets!” chant ran in the New York Post the next day. It soon became the signature chorus of Mets fans, and by 1968, it was accompanied by an actual glimmer of hope. Bolstered by a bountiful farm system presided over by general manager Johnny Murphy, a former Yankees relief star with a lantern jaw and a taste for French wine, the Mets won a franchise-record 73 games in year seven, surging into ninth place in the National League, a game ahead of their expansion bedfellows, the Astros. They still had their customary anemic offense (a league-worst .228 team batting average), but if you looked closely, you could see that as sure as the number 7 subway rattled by Shea every few minutes, the Mets were starting to make a little noise of their own.

			They had one of the best young defensive catchers in baseball, a pugnacious Texan named Jerry Grote, who hit a surprising .282 in ’68 and was the NL’s starting catcher in the 1968 All-Star Game. They had a fast, line-drive-hitting left fielder, Cleon Jones, who, at 25, batted .297 with 14 home runs and was the best hitting prospect the Mets had ever had. Across the way in right field was Ron Swoboda, a muscular if inconsistent long-ball hitter who could look as if he belonged in double-A ball one game and in the All-Star game the next but nonetheless had significant potential. The organization’s top prospect, Amos Otis, an outfielder the club hoped to convert to a third baseman, was a star in the making, according to Whitey Herzog, the Mets’ director of player development. If center fielder Tommie Agee could return to form following a woeful first season after coming over in a trade with the Chicago White Sox and the sweet-fielding bantamweight at shortstop, Bud Harrelson, could recover from knee problems, well, you had the makings of a bona fide team.

			But most of all, the Mets had a plethora of strong young arms. Even in 1968, the so-called Year of the Pitcher, in which Major League batters hit a collective .237, Denny McLain won 31 games for the Tigers, and the Cardinals’ Bob Gibson finished the year with a preposterous 1.12 earned run average, the Mets’ abundance of pitching talent was formidable. The staff was headlined by the 23-year-old Tom Seaver and 25-year-old Jerry Koosman, who combined for 35 victories, 31 complete games, and 12 shutouts. It also included Dick Selma, Nolan Ryan, and Jim McAndrew, along with a promising left-hander, Tug McGraw, who would soon be converted into a relief pitcher. All five starters—average age 23.4 years—had earned run averages well under 3.00.

			
			Playing the Mets was no longer an occasion for opponents to rest the regulars and thank the schedule maker.

			Perhaps the most important reason that the Mets changed course, though, was the man at the helm of the ship, Gilbert Ray Hodges, an original Met and beloved former All-Star for the turncoat Dodgers, an ex-Marine from Princeton, Indiana, who was renowned for his quiet strength, unimpeachable character, and hands so big they could cover a pizza pan. (The joke among the Dodgers had been that Hodges’s glove was purely ornamental.)

			Hodges ended his playing career as a Met, appearing in just 65 games in 1962 before accepting an offer to manage the Washington Senators. The Senators were another expansion club that specialized in losing until Hodges arrived in 1963 and began steering the club steadily, if not dramatically, upward in the American League standings. Hodges’s work with the Senators was widely acclaimed, but his heart—along with his family, his home on Bedford Avenue, and his bowling alley, Gil Hodges Lanes on Ralph Avenue—remained in Brooklyn. When the Mets got rid of manager Wes Westrum near the end of the 1967 season, Hodges knew there was a job opening not even 14 miles from home. He also knew the decision to leave a fast-improving Senators team and take on the challenge of turning the Mets into winners was no less perilous than dodging cars on Grand Central Parkway. The Mets, after all, were the worst team in baseball in 1967, finishing 61-101. They cycled through so many players—54—they barely had time to learn one another’s names.

			A measured, thorough man, Hodges talked it over with his wife, Joan, and decided it was worth exploring. Bing Devine, the Mets’ president, and Murphy went to work to make it happen, but there was a problem: Hodges was still under contract to the Senators. George Selkirk—the Senators’ general manager, a Canadian who had succeeded Babe Ruth as the Yankees’ right fielder (and had even worn Ruth’s number, 3)—had no interest in losing his gifted young manager but also did not want to stand in the way of Hodges’s personal considerations. Selkirk and Murphy, his former Yankees teammate, dickered back and forth. On October 11, 1967, the day the Boston Red Sox beat the St. Louis Cardinals to extend the World Series to a seventh game, the Mets introduced 43-year-old Gil Hodges as their manager, in exchange for a reported $100,000 and a player to be named later.

			
			It wasn’t until after Thanksgiving, at the Winter Meetings in Mexico City, that the most important deal in the franchise’s short history was finalized. Heading to Washington was Bill Denehy, a highly regarded 6-foot, 3-inch, 200-pound right-hander from Middletown, Connecticut, who may have had the strongest arm of any Mets pitching prospect this side of Nolan Ryan. Murphy tried to interest Selkirk in some other players, but Selkirk was adamant: no Denehy, no Hodges.

			Denehy thus became the first player in big-league history to be traded for a manager. That the young pitcher wanted to be a Met was not a factor in the discussions. That the young pitcher had a tear in his pitching shoulder—a fact known to the Mets but apparently not to the Senators—was also not part of the discussions.

			The deal was completed. Bill Denehy was nicknamed “Billy the Kid” and featured alongside Tom Seaver on a Topps All-Star Rookie Team card in 1967. Tom Seaver would wind up in the Hall of Fame. Bill Denehy would wind up winning one big-league game.

			

			• • •

			Nine days into February 1969, right before the New York Mets were due to report to St. Petersburg, Florida, for spring training, the residents of Queens were buried beneath one of the worst snowstorms in borough history. Almost nobody saw the blizzard coming, least of all the New York City Sanitation Department, which was understaffed, underequipped, and overwhelmed.

			
			The storm resulted in 42 deaths, more than half of them in Queens. A nurse at Creedmoor State Hospital died on the hospital grounds, buried in some 18 inches of snow. A Bronx couple was found dead in their car outside a LaGuardia airline terminal, the apparent victims of carbon monoxide poisoning. Hundreds of motorists were stranded on the New York State Thruway, and at Kennedy Airport, about four thousand snowbound travelers were entertained by Soupy Sales and Goldie Hawn, while grounded aircraft served as makeshift hotels. The entire city was virtually paralyzed but nowhere more than Queens, where the streets looked to be something out of Fairbanks, Alaska.

			“We did not see a snowplow for a week,” recalled Howie Rose, a 15-year-old in Bayside, Queens, who would go on to become the longtime radio voice of the Mets. “The days kept going by, and nothing changed.” While Rose reveled in the rare opportunity to play midweek street hockey, others did not take so kindly to the interruption, among them Ralph J. Bunche, Nobel Prize winner and undersecretary general of the United Nations, a 17-year resident of Kew Gardens, Queens. Bunche won his Nobel Prize for the work he’d done on the Arab-Israeli conflict in the late 1940s. He was not in a diplomatic mood when he sent a blistering telegram to Mayor John V. Lindsay a few days after the storm.

			“The snowstorm came on Sunday,” Bunche wrote. “This message is sent Wednesday morning. In all that period no snowplow has appeared on our street or in our vicinity. There are no buses, no taxis, no mail, newspaper or other deliveries, and there have been no trash or garbage collection since last Friday. The shelves of our neighborhood grocer are empty. As far as getting to the United Nations is concerned, I may as well be in the Alps.”

			Early in an election year, Lindsay was already getting hammered on multiple fronts, mostly by the city’s powerful labor unions. That was nothing new; at 5 a.m. on Lindsay’s first day in office, January 1, 1966, New York’s 33,000 transit workers walked off the job, initiating a crippling two-week strike. Rank-and-file union members across the city viewed the mayor as the enemy of the working man, and “Lindsay’s Snowstorm,” as his detractors called it, did nothing but reinforce the perception that he was an out-of-touch, Ivy League–educated Upper East Side liberal who championed the cause of minorities at the expense of the predominantly white working-class people of Queens. When the mayor, hoping to ease tensions, visited the borough late in the week, he was called “a bum” and “a disgrace.” Those were some of the nicer comments.

			
			“He can’t even run a snowstorm, and he wants to run the country,” said one citizen of Lindsay, a man with presidential aspirations.

			Queens finally got dug out. Schools reopened. Trains resumed running, and Ralph J. Bunche returned to work at the U.N., just as Gil Hodges and his staff were setting up camp, minus the snowplows, at Al Lang Stadium, a quaint little park on the Gulf Coast waterfront in St. Petersburg. It wasn’t the start of just any baseball season; it was the palm-lined launching of the game’s centennial anniversary—a year that brought more change than the spring fashion season.

			Not normally known for embracing innovation, Major League Baseball in 1969 introduced eastern and western divisions in each league; four new teams; two rounds of postseason play; a lowered mound (from 15 inches high to 10); a smaller strike zone (armpits to knees instead of shoulders to knees); and a spring training experiment called the designated pinch hitter, which would allow clubs to use an extra hitter when it was the pitcher’s turn to bat. The changes aimed to inject more offense into a game that was being thoroughly dominated by pitchers, and to reverse a 9 percent decline in attendance in the previous two years, to just over 14,000 fans per game. It was the spring in which baseball said good-bye to the greatest switch-hitter in history, Mickey Mantle, who retired from the Yankees in 1968, and said hello to a new commissioner, Bowie Kuhn, who at 6 feet, 5 inches and 42 years old was both the tallest and the youngest chief executive the sport had ever had.

			
			Kuhn was tested long before Opening Day. Many players stayed away from spring training in a dispute over increased pensions in the wake of a new Major League Baseball television contract. A portent of much more acrimonious labor relations to come, the issue was resolved before the end of February. With the assurance that the 1969 baseball season would move forward, the foremost concern in New York Mets circles was the well-being of the club’s manager.

			Five months earlier, on the night of September 24, 1968, Hodges had suffered a heart attack during the early innings of a game against the Braves in Atlanta. Hodges was a heavy smoker with a family history of heart trouble—his father, Charles, had had cardiac issues and had died of an embolism at age 56—and a penchant for bottling up many of the stresses that come with managing, not a good trifecta by any means. But he seemed to recover well, following doctor’s orders and losing 20 pounds to get down to 205—under his playing weight. His morning routine was to walk a couple of miles from his beach hotel toward Al Lang Stadium, then get a ride from Yogi Berra and Joe Pignatano, two of his coaches. At the end of the day, Hodges and his wife, Joan, would relax by fishing off the Bayview Bridge. Besides giving up his Marlboros, Hodges was also advised to stop pitching batting practice, one of his favorite activities. With common sense and a few lifestyle changes, Hodges was convinced, he would resume his managerial duties with no problem, as he explained in a letter to Red Foley, a baseball writer for the New York Daily News: “[All] I can say is that I’ve never felt better and the doctors, who are pleased with my progress, assure me I can look forward to managing the Mets this season,” he said. “And believe me that’s just what I’m going to do.”

			

			• • •

			From the moment he took over the Mets, Hodges’s most daunting challenge was one his doctors could not help with. Though Wes Westrum was well meaning and mostly well liked, he instilled little discipline and wasn’t so much walked on by his players as stomped on. The Mets were used to losing. For the most part, they expected to lose. Changing the culture of the organization would be about as easy as getting tar off a beach towel. When Ed Charles, the Mets’ veteran third baseman and resident poet, came over from the Kansas City Athletics in a trade in May 1967, he could scarcely believe how entrenched the Mets’ losing mentality was.

			
			“We didn’t have the greatest team in the world in Kansas City, but at least we were still taking the game professionally, like we were going out there to win,” Charles said. “We weren’t going out there saying, ‘Okay, we’re going to lose again.’ ”

			After a defeat in his first year with the Mets, 1967, Charles went out for a late-night bite with Cleon Jones at a place on Astoria Boulevard called the Outfielders Lounge, an establishment Jones would later become a part owner of with Tommie Agee. When another patron saw the Mets walk in, he said in an extra-loud voice, “Ladies and gentlemen, it’s the New York Mets, and I guess you know they lost again.”

			Normally an easygoing sort, Charles didn’t appreciate being mocked.

			“What the hell is that about?” Charles asked Jones. “I don’t need this.”

			“Take it easy, man,” Jones said. “The guy is just fooling with us.”

			“Well, I don’t like the way people look at us, like we’re a big joke,” Charles said. And with that he departed the Outfielders Lounge.

			Nobody knew more about the Mets’ legacy of losing than Ed Kranepool, who, along with pitcher Al Jackson, was the lone ’69 Met who had been a member of the inaugural 1962 club. In fact, Kranepool was in the Polo Grounds for the first Mets home game in history, against the Pittsburgh Pirates, on a rainy Friday the thirteenth. Sherman Jones, who would go on to a career as a Kansas City cop but at the time was just a guy nicknamed “Roadblock” with a history of arm troubles, started for the Mets. A seventeen-year-old senior at James Monroe High School in the Bronx, Kranepool played hooky that day, and you can blame the Mets, who invited Ed and his mother, Ethel, to be their guests, hoping to impress the youngster, a big, promising slugger who broke the Monroe home-run record set by the legendary Hank Greenberg, and was coveted by the Mets and almost every other club. The Kranepools sat in the owner’s box with Joan Whitney Payson, and witnessed the first boos in the history of the New York Mets, after outfielders Gus Bell and Richie Ashburn let a catchable Bill Mazeroski fly ball drop for a triple. They also saw three wild pitches, which helped seal a 4–3 defeat.

			
			About ten weeks later, the day after Kranepool became a high school graduate, Johnny Murphy and Mets scout Bubba Jonnard visited the Kranepools’ Bronx residence at 847 Castle Hill Avenue. Ed was supposed to fly out the next day to work out with the White Sox. His favorite team, the Yankees, who played on the other side of the Bronx, were also keen on him. Ed’s father, Edward, had died in combat in World War II, when Ethel had a young daughter and was pregnant with Ed. She was supporting the family on a pension and her secretarial work. When Murphy offered her son an $85,000 signing bonus, it was life-changing money. He took it.

			Before the week was out, Kranepool went on a West Coast road trip to get a glimpse of big-league life. Wearing number 21 in a Mets road-gray uniform, he watched from the Dodger Stadium dugout as Sandy Koufax fired a no-hitter against his new club. The Mets would go on to lose 20 of their next 24 games.

			Ed Kranepool was supposed to be the Mets’ Lou Gehrig, the homegrown first baseman who would go on to slugging greatness, and though he grew into a respectable big-league hitter and an All-Star at age 20, the losses kept piling up like debris in a landfill.

			“Winning is contagious, and so is losing,” Kranepool said. “It gets tiring and frustrating. Anybody can play on a winning ball club. Being on a winning ball club is so much easier. You go to the ballpark every day with a positive attitude, and you have something to look forward to, meaningful games in August and September. When you are eliminated at the All-Star break, it makes for a long second half.”

			
• • •

			After seven years and 737 defeats, Ed Kranepool and the Mets tried a different approach in 1969. They played meaningful games in August and September and enjoyed it so much they played eight more in October. Their victory total of 107 was more games than they’d won in their first two-plus years of existence, and if anything was more astonishing than the outcome of the season, it was the manner in which they got there, with a lineup that evoked few comparisons with the ’27 Yankees. The Mets’ leading run producer was their leadoff man, Tommie Agee, with 76 RBI. They didn’t have a player who scored 100 runs or hit 30 home runs. They were tenth in the National League in on-base percentage (.311), next to last in slugging (.351), and had a run total (632) that was only 15 runs more than the ’62 Mets had scored. The batting averages of the principal infielders in Hodges’s platoon system were as follows: .248, .218, .207, .279, .252, .238, and .232.

			You might think those are misprints, but as Casey Stengel said, you could look it up.

			What the 1969 Mets could do, however, is throw the ball and catch it. Their total of 122 errors was the third fewest in baseball, trailing only the two teams the Mets would play in October, the Baltimore Orioles and the Atlanta Braves. Of the 24 clubs in the major leagues, only the St. Louis Cardinals had a better team earned run average than the Mets. The Mets’ five starters—Tom Seaver, Jerry Koosman, Gary Gentry, Jim McAndrew, and Don Cardwell—combined for 48 complete games and 16 shutouts and collectively were so consistent that it made a prolonged losing streak almost unthinkable. Seaver and Koosman combined to win 18 of 19 decisions in the heat of the first pennant race either of them had ever experienced, and the one veteran of the group, the 33-year-old Cardwell, pitched the best ball of his career when it mattered most, going 5-1 with a 1.83 earned run average in August and September. All of it helped the Mets win 38 of their last 49 games. That’s a pretty good way to finish a season. It was also a good way to overcome the 10-game deficit that had even their most devoted fans thinking they were deader than the Wrigley Field ivy in winter.

			
• • •

			The Mets’ late-season surge created all kinds of upheaval in the NL East standings, and things were no different in the place they called home. Even by the tumultuous standards of New York City, 1969 was a year that teemed with turbulence. The snowstorm helped bury Lindsay in the Republican Party primary, a stunning snub for an incumbent mayor. Shortly after 3 a.m. on June 28, a police raid of a popular gay club in the West Village, the Stonewall Inn, turned violent, triggering almost a week of clashes between city police and the gay community. In a four-month span in the summer and fall of 1969, the city was rocked by eight separate bombings, each at a major bank, business, or government office and each apparently the work of radical groups. There were no fatalities, but the detonations jolted the city with fear.

			“The Establishment is in for some big surprises if it thinks that kangaroo courts and death sentences can arrest a revolution,” read a letter from the bombers to the New York Times.

			In the midst of it all, the New York Mets kept winning ball games as never before, and fans filled Shea Stadium as never before, almost 2.2 million of them. That was nearly 350,000 more than any other major league club and practically double the attendance of the vaunted New York Yankees. The Mets were the youngest team in baseball, and maybe the easiest to root for, with an overachieving cast of Everymen and four African-Americans from the Deep South who had overcome all manner of obstacles to arrive at this point, making their way in pro ball not long after Jackie Robinson had integrated the sport. During spring training, the Mets were pegged as a 100-to-1 shot to win the World Series. Even Tom Seaver, the eternal optimist, believed that if they played up to their capabilities and stayed healthy, they could make a run for second place in the Eastern Division. Seaver was wrong, and so was everyone else.

		

	
		
		Part I

		Seasoning

	
		
		
			
			1

			BABY STEPS

			It is hard to overstate how much Gil Hodges, a coal miner’s son, was loved in his adopted city. That he excelled both at bat and in the field in Brooklyn—he was the National League’s career right-handed home run leader with 370 at the time he retired—was a significant part of his popularity, but the Dodgers were loaded with good players. That he drove in both runs in the decisive game seven of the 1955 World Series to lift the Brooklyn Dodgers to their only Series title would never be forgotten, but there were other heroic Dodger performances in the Series as well. There was something else about Hodges—a sincerity, a midwestern authenticity, a humility that went to his core—that endeared him to almost everybody, making him almost immune to criticism.

			“Not getting booed at Ebbets Field was an amazing thing,” Clem Labine, Hodges’s longtime Dodgers teammate, once said. “Those fans knew their baseball, and Gil was the only one who never, and I mean never, was booed.”

			Even when Hodges went 0 for 21 against the Yankees in the 1952 World Series, the fans in Ebbets Field remained on his side. When the slump continued early in the 1953 season—Hodges was hitting .181 with one home run and five runs batted in through the first 32 games—Father Herbert Redmond of Brooklyn’s St. Francis Catholic Church famously stood in the pulpit one steamy spring Sunday and offered his parishioners one of the briefest and most memorable homilies in church annals.

			
			“It’s far too hot for a sermon. Keep the commandments, and say a prayer for Gil Hodges,” he said.

			In his book, The Game of Baseball, Hodges wrote about how he would never forget that, just as he wouldn’t forget “the hundreds of people who sent me letters, telegrams and postcards during that World Series. There wasn’t a single nasty message. Everybody tried to say something nice. It had a tremendous effect on my morale, if not my batting average. Remember that in 1952, the Dodgers had never won a World Series. A couple of base hits by me in the right spot might have changed all that.”

			The response was vintage Hodges, ever ready to accept responsibility and not at all eager to accept acclaim. He won a Bronze Star in World War II, in recognition of his “outstanding professional attainments and tireless devotion to duty” in the face of unrelenting Japanese aerial attacks in Okinawa. He never even told his parents about the honor, and whenever he was asked about it years later, he declined to discuss his service to the country. After he became only the second player in modern baseball history to hit four home runs in a game, he was inevitably compared to the first man to have done it, his fellow first baseman Lou Gehrig. “The only difference between us is he’s a much better player,” Hodges said.

			Some 14 years later, one of Hodges’s Senators players, Jim King, hit three homers in a game, and someone asked Hodges if he had ever done that.

			“I’m not in the record books for three in one game,” Hodges said, not wanting to intrude on King’s moment.

			Hodges’s modesty wasn’t for show, and neither was anything else about him. He was a ballplayer–cum–Boy Scout, without the oath. “Gil was the one guy I could go to for anything,” Irving Rudd, the Brooklyn Dodgers’ publicity director, once said. “If I needed a player to visit a blind kid in the stands, a kid in a wheelchair—Gil this, Gil that…he’d be there.”

			One night in Brooklyn, a postal worker named Alvin Miller attended a funeral for the wife of a family friend. A broad-shouldered man and a woman walked up to the door, and the man asked Miller if he was coming in. Miller said yes, and only when he got inside did he recognize the couple as Gil and Joan Hodges. The two men wound up talking about baseball and life in Brooklyn. Forty-five minutes later, Miller departed and waited for a bus to take him home to the Mill Basin section of Brooklyn. A car pulled up alongside the bus stop.

			
			It was Hodges, who asked Alvin Miller if he’d like a ride home and went miles out of his way to take him there.

			During Hodges’s time with the Senators, the club acquired Ryne Duren, a four-time All-Star reliever with the Yankees who wore bottle-thick glasses and was renowned both for being the hardest thrower in baseball and for having a terrible drinking problem. It was the summer of 1965, and things weren’t going well in Washington for the 36-year-old Duren, who had pitched to a 6.65 earned run average in 16 games, the last of them in Washington on August 18 in ninth-inning mop-up duty against the White Sox. Duren had faced two batters, giving up a walk and a single, before Hodges made a pitching change. Duren was completely distraught about his performance. He drank heavily after the game and made his way to the bridge over the Connecticut Avenue gorge. It was known as the “jumper’s bridge.” Duren climbed to the top and told police he was going to kill himself. The police called the Senators, and Hodges got word about Duren’s plight. Duren had been with the Senators for only two months and by his own admission had “put poor Gil through hell.” Hodges got to the bridge as fast as he could, as Duren recounted in his autobiography.

			“Ryne, you’re drunk,” Hodges said. “Come on down. We’ll get you help. You’re too good to do this to yourself.”

			The Senators released Duren, and he never pitched in another big-league game. When Hodges met with reporters the next day and was asked about Duren, he said simply, “The decision to put Duren on waivers was something that happened overnight.”

			Duren eventually found sobriety and became a highly regarded drug and alcohol addiction counselor who helped countless people turn their lives around.

			
• • •

			From the time he arrived in 1968, Gil Hodges methodically, studiously began creating a positive clubhouse culture that allowed every individual piece of the Mets’ whole to feel important. The days of the revolving-door roster and the acceptance of losing were done. This would not be achieved with verbal flourishes, hand-holding, or hearty backside slaps; that was not the Hodges way. It was done with painstaking preparation, astute strategic decisions, and an even more astute understanding of the human psyche. Nobody was an afterthought on Gil Hodges’s Mets. As well as any manager in the game, Hodges understood the importance of making every player feel involved, keeping every player fresh, giving everyone on his roster a slice of ownership in what the collective team was doing. Seaver, with 25 victories, and Jones, with a .340 batting average, may have had the greatest individual seasons in club history, but players such as Bobby Pfeil, Duffy Dyer, and Cal Koonce were never made to feel as if they were any less a part of the Mets’ success than anyone else. At age 25, Pfeil, a utility infielder, had already spent eight years in the minors. He was the definition of a fringe big leaguer. But he was smart, a hustler, a guy who could hit a little, play multiple positions, and was ready to do whatever he could to help the team win. On Gil Hodges’s Mets, that made Pfeil a deeply appreciated asset.

			“We really were a team,” Kranepool said. “They call everyone a team, but we really were a group where everybody on the roster contributed. Sometimes you win in spite of your manager, but not with this club. Gil did everything right. He made every possible move to help our club. He never tricked you. He was so consistent. When he made out his lineup, you knew the night before you were going to play. You never showed up at the ballpark not ready. Once he said he was going to do something, he stuck with it. You were prepared when you went to the park. You got your rest. You were ready. You worked hard to stay in shape, because you knew you would be called on. He kept everybody sharp.”

			
			And he never missed a thing.

			One day during batting practice Jerry Koosman was shagging fly balls. He’d done a good bit of running and felt his back tightening up. He stopped shagging briefly and squatted down in the outfield to stretch his lower back.

			“All of a sudden, zoom, here comes a line drive right at me,” Koosman said. “It hit right beside me. I looked up and saw Gil at home plate with a fungo bat. That’s what he would do if he thought you were resting or relaxing. You don’t do that. He hit a pea right at me.”

			Wayne Garrett was a rookie in 1969, a kid drafted out of the Braves organization who made the club and was impressed by his manager from the outset.

			“The biggest difference with Gil was his planning,” Garrett said. “He was always looking ahead in a game and a series. He wasn’t just caught up in the now all the time. It was everything down the road. He would plan innings and innings ahead and always made sure you were ready. He was prepared all the time, and he wanted you to be prepared all the time, too.”

			

			• • •

			Hodges’s famous equanimity was tested before the Mets even flew south for spring training. Koosman, his star left-hander, was in his apartment in East Elmhurst, Queens, close enough to LaGuardia Airport to smell the fumes, along with four other young Mets husbands and fathers. Their wives had gone into the city for a Broadway show, leaving the ballplayers in charge of the kids. Koosman made a batch of popcorn on the stove and was melting butter alongside it. The phone rang. Koosman answered. A minute or so later, he walked back into the kitchen to see the stove top aflame and the butter boiling over, one of the kids apparently having fooled with the gas burner. Koosman raced to the stove and grabbed the flaming pot. Kevin Collins, a 22-year-old infielder, opened the back door and Koosman flung it outside, splattering butter onto his arm and two fingers of his pitching hand in the process. He ran cold water on everything and then went to a medical clinic, where the doctor told him he had suffered third-degree burns and would require skin grafts.

			
			Koosman reported to spring training not able to throw because of the injury, which would continue to bother him the whole year. Even by Mets standards this was not an auspicious beginning.

			Things were not so hot for the front office, either. The spring was largely devoted to efforts to acquire a big hitter for the middle of the order. Frank Howard, the massive slugger whom Hodges had managed in Washington, was supposedly available, but Hodges was dubious; when a reporter asked if he’d like to have Howard in his Mets lineup, the manager said, “Yes, and Ted Williams, too.” The Mets didn’t get Howard, and neither did anybody else. The Mets were also interested in Donn Clendenon, a power-hitting first baseman who had just been taken from the Pirates in the expansion draft by the newly formed Montreal Expos, who had then traded him to the Astros for Rusty Staub. The deal nearly unraveled because Clendenon chose to retire rather than report to Houston, a club managed by Harry Walker, whom Clendenon had played for, and disliked, during his Pirates days. Clendenon announced he was accepting an executive position in his hometown of Atlanta, though he eventually unretired and went back to the Expos, who, at baseball’s urging, sent two other players and cash to Houston to complete the transaction. That was good for the Astros but did nothing for the Mets.

			Murphy, the general manager, knew whom he wanted more than anyone: Joe Torre of the Atlanta Braves. Torre was a front-line star who had grown up in Brooklyn and played third base, a position that had plagued the Mets since the glove-challenged heyday of Felix Mantilla and Rod Kanehl. Torre was a perfect fit for the Mets, and Paul Richards, the Braves’ general manager, knew it, demanding the Mets include several of their most promising youngsters in return. Murphy replied that Seaver, Koosman, Otis, Ryan, and Swoboda, among others, were off-limits in any deal, even for Torre. Koosman had forced his way onto that list on the strength of his spectacular rookie season. According to Dick Young, a columnist at the New York Daily News and the most plugged-in baseball writer in the city, just a year before the Mets offered Koosman straight up for Freddie Patek, the Pirates’ heralded prospect who, at 5 feet, 5 inches, brought a whole new meaning to the term shortstop. The Pirates were the ones who nixed the deal, Young said. Murphy should’ve sent them a thank-you note. By 1969, Paul Richards had no shot at Koosman or any other of the Mets’ choice prospects.

			
			“They have given us seven untouchables,” Richards said. “If they had so many untouchables, how come they didn’t win the pennant?”

			Torre wound up in St. Louis and the Mets stuck with what they had, at least for the time being. There was another unforeseen hiccup late in camp when Seaver slipped off a seawall while fishing, cutting his hand. It turned out to be nothing major, and Rube Walker, the pitching coach, said Seaver would be fine so long as he avoided seawalls going forward.

			Seaver obliged, and after the best spring training in club history—the Mets finished 14-10—on April 8, 1969, he started the Mets’ eighth Opening Day and the first international game in the annals of Major League Baseball. The Montreal Expos were visiting, which meant that “O Canada” would be sung along with the “The Star-Spangled Banner,” and that Montreal mayor Jean Drapeau, who knew about power plays but probably couldn’t have picked Rusty Staub out of a police lineup, would get to throw out the first pitch.

			In their seven previous openers, the Mets had never managed to win a game, a circumstance that seemed to have a good chance to change against a team playing its first game ever. WELCOME EXPOS TO NATIONAL LEAGUE a message on the Shea scoreboard said. The Expos had tricolor hats that could’ve been designed by Barnum & Bailey. They had a left-handed reliever, Dan McGinn, who had once been a punter for Notre Dame, and a rookie third baseman, José Alberto “Coco” Laboy, who would be playing his first big-league game after 10 years in the minors.

			
			The Mets had their own rookie sensation, Rod Gaspar, a switch-hitting outfielder from Long Beach, California, with good speed and a good glove who had just two years in the minors behind him. Drafted out of Long Beach State, Gaspar was 6 feet tall and 160 pounds, and he had the most unusual batting stance on the club—so open that he was almost facing the pitcher. Gaspar was built more like a pipe cleaner than a big-league ballplayer and was given no chance to make the team, except in the mind of Rod Gaspar. He had hit .309 in double-A ball in 1968, with 25 steals and 6 triples. It had been enough to get him an invitation to big-league camp.

			“I thought I could play with these guys,” Gaspar said. “That’s the way you have to look at it. I don’t care what profession you are in. You can’t go out there thinking you’re not good. If you are thinking that way, you are history.”

			By his own admission, Gaspar had the quintessential Napoleon complex. At 16 years old, he was 5 feet, 2 inches, and 105 pounds and just getting over an ulcer. It took him three tries to pass his driver’s license test. He was a kid with major insecurities, who saw slights everywhere he looked. He didn’t have a chip on his shoulder so much as a boulder.

			“I don’t know why I was born angry, but I was,” Gaspar said. “I used to get in fights all the time. But in some ways the anger helped fuel me in baseball. When you learn to control it, it’s a big plus. I was a natural—God blessed me with the ability to play the game. I would get fired up to play.”

			At every turn, Gaspar sought to win over all those who underestimated him. When he showed up at spring training, he was given number 57 and was sure that nobody—not Gil Hodges, Eddie Yost, Yogi Berra, Rube Walker, or Joe Pignatano—even knew his name. But when outfielder Art Shamsky hurt his back, Gaspar got a chance to play and he ran with it, hitting and fielding superbly. Gaspar found out he had made the Mets on April 3, his twenty-third birthday. When Hodges filled out his lineup card for Opening Day, Rodney Earl Gaspar was starting in right field.

			
			Many fine things happened for the Mets in that first game. Agee had two hits and three RBI—almost 20 percent of his total for the previous year. The Mets set Opening Day club records for hits (15) and runs (10), even getting a pinch-hit, three-run homer from a rookie catcher, Duffy Dyer, in the bottom of the ninth. Unfortunately, other things happened, too. Seaver gave up two runs in the Expos’ first-ever at bats. Second baseman Ken Boswell made three errors. McGinn did no punting but did manage to hit a fly ball off Seaver that landed on top of the right-field fence and bounced into the Mets bull pen. Four innings later, Coco Laboy made his long wait for the majors worth it, drilling a three-run home run of his own. The Mets lost 11–10, and after a single game the Expos were in a place in the standings—first—that the Mets had never been in.

			“My God, wasn’t that awful?” Seaver told reporters afterward.

			The Mets made amends in game two, scoring four times in the first, Kranepool driving in two of the runs with a single. Gaspar reached base four times and scored three runs. Tug McGraw threw 6⅓ innings of sparkling relief, and with a 9–5 victory, the Mets knocked the Expos from the ranks of the undefeated.

			In the series finale, Tommie Agee slugged two home runs off Larry Jaster, symbolically signaling that his disastrous 1968 was behind him. Hodges, the Mets’ de facto hitting coach, had been working with Agee to get rid of a little wiggle in his swing, eliminating unnecessary movement. He’d also been working on Agee’s psyche in his typical low-key fashion, assuring Agee that he considered the debacle of 1968—Agee had hit .217 with seventeen runs batted in—an aberration, that he still had total faith in him, and that he and nobody else would be his center fielder. All Agee needed to do was relax, be himself, and play ball. Here was the first payoff for both teacher and pupil.

			The first of Agee’s clouts came in the second inning, a 3-1 fastball that was low and in, Agee launching it into the fifth deck and a sea of empty green seats, the ball taking off like

			
			
			
			

			• • •
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