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				The Baseball Capital of the World: 1944–1964

			

			
				He was the “24-year-old reincarnation of Christy Mathew-son, Hobey Baker and Jack Armstrong” according to sportswriter Ray Robinson. He was “so good blind people [came] out to hear him pitch,” said Reggie Jackson. He was, wrote legendary Los Angeles Times sports columnist Jim Murray, “too good to be true,” except that he was.

				At the height of his fame he elicited media verbiage surpassing any previous sports star. He was the primary, dominant figure in a story generally accepted to be the greatest in athletic history, so impossible it is still viewed as much an act of God as an earthly event. He was like a U.S. Senator who also happened to be the best pitcher in the world, a statue come to life.

				He came to the toughest, most hard-core city in the world, where the greatest of the great set standards impossible to attain. He matched them, entering the pantheon reserved for a precious few that include Babe Ruth and Lou Gehrig; Joe DiMaggio and Mickey Mantle; Jackie Robinson and Willie Mays; Frank Gifford and Joe Namath. In a year in which American heroes bestrode Manhattan’s concrete canyons in ticker-tape splendor, he engendered the greatest adoration.

				He represented greatness and excellence during the waning days of innocence, before Watergate, free agency, and steroids. In his prime he was the best pitcher in baseball, and arguably the best either of all time or in the post–World War II time span, depending upon how one analyzes the records and eras. He enjoyed several of the most spectacular single seasons in history and sustained a career built on consistent success over a long period. He transcends sports and New York City.

				In a rough ’n’ tumble town, a town of Irish Catholics, of rough-hewn neighborhood Italians, of Brooklyn Jews and Harlem blacks, he was a Park Avenue, or to be precise, a Connecticut WASP, yet somehow he was also this fresh-faced Californian who remains the only Mets player to be selected among that rarest of the New York pantheon—in many ways really, the last icon.

				He was born George Thomas Seaver on November 17, 1944, in Fresno, California. He went by the name Tom, except from his wife, Nancy, who called him George. Charles Seaver, Tom’s father, played football and basketball at Stanford University. He was also one of the finest golfers in the world at one time. In 1932 he competed for the United States in the prestigious Walker Cup, an amateur trophy named for the family of two presidents: George W. Bush and his father, George Herbert Walker Bush. Famed radio broadcaster Ted Husing announced Seaver defeating his British opponent, Eric Fiddian, thus securing for the U.S. their seventh Walker Cup title. Seaver also competed in the 1934 Los Angeles Open.

				After winning the Walker Cup, Charles returned to Stanford and defeated a golf teammate named Lawson Little. When courting his wife, Betty Lee (a former high school basketball player), their dates more often than not were putting contests for nickels and dimes. Two good athletes and good genetics.

				“I’ve got my mother’s hands and fingers and my father’s legs and butt,” Tom explained.

				After graduation came marriage; membership in the aptly named Sunnyside Country Club in Fresno, California; and a rising executive career with the Bonner Packing Company.

				This was the central California of John Steinbeck’s novels, but Charles Seaver was a successful businessman who protected his young family from the Great Depression. Fresno and environs were “America’s fruit basket” or “salad bowl,” providing grapes, figs, peaches, oranges, and vegetables to fruit stands and grocery stores.

				Charles raised a family in idyllic California suburbia. Fresno is a town that gets very hot in the summer and is subject to strange “tule fogs” in the winter. Despite being in California, it is a place with a passion for sports that more resembles Texas or Oklahoma. Of those sports, baseball is king. When Tom was growing up, it could be argued that Fresno was the “baseball capital of the world.” It may still be.

				The family backyard included cherry, orange, and fig trees. The streets were safe for the kids to ride bikes and get into mischief. The Little League fields were well kept, supported by an enthusiastic community. Charles kept up his golf game, winning the Fresno city tournament six times. Weekends were spent at the country club. Charles and his wife watched their four children splash in the pool, play golf, and whack tennis balls.

				The kids included Charles Jr., who took to golf like his old man. Next was Katie, a swimmer in the manner of her aunt, who had surfed Hawaii’s wild rides. Carol was also a swimmer.

				“There was good clean competition in our home, and you earned what you got,” said Charles. “The only thing provided for you was emotional security.”

				George Thomas was the youngest. The Battle of the Bulge was about to get under way when he was born in the late fall of 1944. Victory in Europe came less than six months later; the conquering of Japan a few months after that. He would grow up in a postwar Baby Boomer environment that has been mythologized by such books as David Halberstam’s The Fifties: California barbecuing, drinks on the patio, socializing with neighbors, the kids’ fast friends. Capitalism had not just survived, it had thrived. The Great Depression, the New Deal; done, dead. These were the Dwight Eisenhower years, and this was the middle class, the American dream. But in this West Coast version of the Kennedys, being youngest meant fighting for everything you got.

				“When you are the fourth child in a family, you probably have to be a little tougher to survive,” his mother told friends.

				“His dad was Tom’s idol,” Charles Jr. said. “Our father was a perfectionist and he taught his boys to be the same way.”

				For reasons that have never really been explained, Tom went by his middle name from an early age. Tom played in the backyard with imaginary friends, one of whom was his alter ego, “George.” He took to baseball over and above all other activities. The game was coming into its own as a televised sport. Tom imitated the players, sliding into “home,” declaring himself “safe,” arguing with the “umpire.”

				Eventually he was allowed to leave the house on his own, to venture into a street past sprinklers watering lawns. The music of the era was Pat Boone, not Nirvana. It was the age of innocence, the last vestiges of a bygone era before drugs, the antiwar protests of the 1960s, pornography, and the bone-chilling fear of child molestation.

				Tom’s mother read him a children’s book called The Little Engine That Could.

				“The lesson got through to me,” he said. “I grew to share my mother’s optimism, her feeling that everything would work out, that any goal could be achieved.”

				Tom made fast friends with a neighbor boy named Russ Scheidt. They played baseball together. Seaver learned control early on. Not allowed yet to cross the street, they played catch by throwing the ball across it. It required discipline and concentration lest the ball end up in “no man’s land.” Charles began playing “pepper” with him, which honed his all-around skills more. Tom had baseball tools. His father encouraged him. In 1953, with the Korean War coming to an end, eight-year-old Tom Seaver showed up for Little League tryouts. The coach, a high school teacher named Hal Bicknell, noticed that he was the smallest boy and told him he needed to be at least nine. He ran home bawling into the arms of his mother but resolved to come back the next year. When the time finally came, he made the North Rotary team of the Fresno Spartan League.

				Tom was given uniform number 13 and immediately installed as a pitcher, the most important position on the field. One day an adult rooting for the opposing team shouted a stream of insults at young Tom, who cried but kept on pitching.

				“He had this tremendous desire to succeed, to win,” recalled Bicknell. He “didn’t complain, didn’t quit, just poured it right in there.”

				Charles Sr. went to the games but was never a “Little League parent,” pushing his kids to be something they did not want to be. He sometimes sat not behind home plate but watched with the rest of the family from beyond the outfield fence with their dog, Little Bit. He encouraged his son as he did all his children, but he always stressed education above everything else. Charles was a perfectionist and instilled that in young Tom, but the desire extended beyond baseball to all things he endeavored in.

				“I started playing ball when I was nine, but I was always a big fan,” Seaver recalled. “Everything seemed so magical then. I remember the first time I ever saw Candlestick Park in San Francisco—I thought it was the greatest place in the world!” Later it was “my least favorite park in the National League. But as a child the Major Leagues were just very, very special.

				“Although my friends liked the Yankees, I was more a fan of the underdog. My favorite teams were the Milwaukee Braves, the Pittsburgh Pirates, and the Philadelphia Phillies. It was some thrill for me when the Braves beat the Yankees in the 1957 World Series and when the Pirates did it in 1960. My two favorite players were Henry Aaron and Sandy Koufax, but I always seemed to follow hitters more than pitchers. How I loved those old Braves with those beautiful uniforms—Aaron, Eddie Mathews, Wes Covington, Jim Pendleton—that’s right, even little-known guys like Covington and Pendleton were heroes to me.

				“I was an avid reader of box scores. I could spend hours over them. They contain so much. I especially loved the Monday newspapers, with all those doubleheaders from the day before, when you could add the two games together to see how the players had done. That’s one habit that hasn’t left me—to this day, I love going over box scores.

				“I saved baseball cards—wish I knew whatever became of all of them—and read Sports Illustrated, and I remember reading a biography of Ty Cobb called The Georgia Peach. Sometimes my dad would drive me 180 miles north from Fresno to San Francisco, and I could see the Giants play. My father often had business up there, or we would visit my sister at Stanford or my brother at Berkeley. Any excuse to visit San Francisco was okay with me. I think I saw the Giants play in Seals Stadium four times before Candlestick was opened. What powerhouse teams the Giants had in those days, with Willie Mays, Willie McCovey, Orlando Cepeda, Willie Kirkland, Leon Wagner, Felipe Alou—I guess I always liked guys who could hit it out of the park. Later on, though, when I became a pitcher, I grew to prefer guys who hit into double plays.

				“I’d also follow the Major Leagues through the Game of the Week, and I’d listen to the local Fresno Cardinals on the radio. Larry Jackson, a right-hander who later starred in the Majors and killed the Mets, was 28–4 with 351 strikeouts for Fresno in 1952 . . .

				“I was a nine-year-old Little League ballplayer,” Seaver continued. “I loved baseball. Professional ballplayers were my idols. I collected baseball cards because I wanted to know everything about the game of baseball and the players.

				“I was a student of the game of baseball. I read sports magazines and newspapers to learn everything I could about baseball. But I can honestly say that the best way I had of learning about the game was by studying my baseball cards.

				“Lots of players do not go into baseball as ‘fans.’ They have spent, perhaps, too many hours on the field to study the backs of baseball cards or thumb through the record books. While most players can tell you who Babe Ruth and Ty Cobb were, you draw some blank stares when you get to Rogers Hornsby, Pie Traynor, or Jimmie Foxx. Forget about if you’re talking about Hal Newhouser, Bucky Harris, or Gene Bearden.”

				Young Tom engrossed himself in dusty old baseball books.

				“I must confess, I tended to enjoy the older stories more than the modern ones, the ones I’d lived through. The thought of Christy Mathewson and Walter Johnson standing on the mound, facing the same circumstances I encountered, having the infield play at double-play depth or in close, walking a man to get to a weaker hitter, fascinated me.” Seaver recalled a time when Teddy Roosevelt was the president.

				“It’s still a tough 60 feet six inches between pitcher and batter, after all these years,” he philosophized.

				Young Seaver loved corny old baseball movies, too.

				“To see the Lou Gehrig movie, or to read about his life, it’s hard not to have tears in your eyes,” he recollected. “It’s happened to me—every time I see Gary Cooper making that famous speech, ‘Today I consider myself the luckiest man on the face of the Earth.’”

				Tom achieved the pinnacle of his Little League world, batting .543 and throwing a perfect game. Getting back to that level of perfection would drive his pitching career well into the big leagues.

				For some reason, he could not master golf as he did baseball, which angered and frustrated him. His mother told him she would not play with him as long as he threw his clubs after bad shots, but he did follow Charles Sr. on the course, learning the art of quiet concentration.

				“I’ve got the ability of self-control and discipline on the mound, and I certainly got that from my dad,” he said.

				Fresno in the 1950s and 1960s may well have been not just the baseball capital but also the sports capital of America. It was a competitive environment, producing young kids who went on to great success on the diamond. Jim Maloney came out of Fresno to become one of the hardest-throwing strikeout pitchers in baseball, the ace of the Cincinnati Reds. Dick Ellsworth was another hard-throwing chucker who went to the Mets. Wade Blasingame was a top infielder with the Reds. The 1959 Fresno State Bulldogs made it to the College World Series.

				The town also produced Tom Flores, a quarterback hero who would star for the Oakland Raiders, later leading them to two Super Bowl titles as their coach. Daryle Lamonica followed Flores. After Notre Dame he became a two-time American Football League Most Valuable Player, quarterbacking the Raiders into the 1968 Super Bowl.

				Little League ends at age 12. When the boys turn 13, they move on to Babe Ruth League play, which means making the enormous leap from small-field dimensions to a regular diamond: pitcher’s mound 60 feet, six inches from home plate; the bases 90 feet apart. It is the end of many a “career.” It almost was the end for Tom Seaver.

				He had a friend named Dick Selma. He and Selma were rivals throughout Little League, competing for star status, their teams for supremacy. It was an even rivalry until junior high school. Selma continued to grow. As he entered Fresno High School he was reaching six feet in height with a muscular build. Tom was still five foot six and 140 pounds as a high school sophomore. On top of all else, Tom was by virtue of being born in November younger than most of his classmates, some of whom were born in January and therefore were almost a year older at a time when that year meant everything in a kid’s development.

				“He was the runt of our crowd,” Selma recalled.

				Selma made the Fresno High varsity as a sophomore, a singular honor that separates a young man from the pack. Tom barely made the junior varsity. While Selma impressed the local prep media and professional scouts, Seaver remained a JV. To still be a JV in one’s junior year, as he was, invariably means that one lacks the skills to go beyond high school if indeed he makes the varsity in his last try as a senior. Tom did not throw hard, but he was smart. He learned how to set up hitters, to change speeds, developing a curve and even a knuckler.

				“Tom was a hell of a pitcher, as contrasted to a thrower, even when he was on the JVs,” Selma recalled after they both reached the big leagues. “He knew how to set up hitters, and him just in high school; I’m still learning now.”

				“As a teenager I had the widest assortment of pitches imaginable,” Tom reminisced. “And I needed all the off-speed pitches I could find, because I just wasn’t big enough to throw hard. When I was 13 I started throwing a slider, a pitch that dipped sharply down and away from right-handed hitters. At 14 I started throwing an exaggerated changeup, and by the time I was 15 I was throwing every kind of curve, sidearm, overhand, and three-quarters overhand. I was very lucky that all those freaky pitches I threw before I really was physically mature didn’t strain or hurt my arm. I guess I was lucky.”

				High school sports success often dictates one’s place in the social hierarchy. Being a career JV was a comedown after Little League stardom, but Tom had much more going for him. Despite his lack of size, he was a good-looking kid with an outgoing personality. Tom had easygoing charm and the gift of repartee. He was popular with teachers, with teammates, but most importantly with pretty girls. Above all other things, this is the prized attribute that determines a high school boy’s place in the pecking order. He was a good student who decided he wanted to become a dentist.

				“He was a real happy-go-lucky guy,” Selma said. “He had a lot of friends and he always dated all the good-looking girls.”

				In his senior year, Tom wanted to play football, but his mother would not allow him. He went out for basketball, mainly to stay in shape for baseball. He was determined that he would make the most of what looked to be his last year of athletic competition. He was a 5-foot-10, 165-pound guard whose natural athleticism shone through. Surprisingly, he made the all-city team.

				The scouts were out in force, but not to see him. Selma was on everybody’s radar and would eventually sign with the expansion New York Mets for $20,000. Tom did manage to make it into the starting rotation under Fresno High coach Fred Bartels. Still lacking any heat, he was effective enough throwing off-speed pitches with control to win six games against five losses and a place on the all-city baseball team, “mostly because there wasn’t anyone else to choose,” he recalled. “When the professional scouts came around, looking over the local talent, some of the other kids got good offers. I didn’t even get a conversation; not one scout approached me.”

				He was a natural leader. His teammates gravitated to him. During a road trip to Ontario for the playoffs, Seaver kept his team loose. Bartels gave him leeway, realizing that while he was small and not a star, he had star power via his charisma.

				It was the beginning of the magical “summer of ’62,” the year depicted by filmmaker George Lucas, who grew up in nearby Modesto and would attend the University of Southern California with Seaver. The world Lucas showed in American Graffiti was the only one Tom Seaver knew. It was a unique central California culture of cars and girls. Tom Seaver’s Fresno was not quite The Beach Boys’ Southland surf magic, nor the brewing, dangerous mix of angry protest, harmful drugs, and unprotected sex that would have such ultimately devastating consequences in the San Francisco Bay Area.

				Songwriter Stephen Stills wrote a famous line: “There’s something happening here; what it is ain’t exactly clear.” Indeed, in California something was happening there. It had been going on there for decades. Tom Seaver would come to symbolize what it was.

				He hung out with a guy named Mike Podsakoff, who owned a 1958 Chevy, which they often drove to the local hangout, a barber shop, or they would tear about on the open roads dotting the agricultural lots surrounding Fresno.

				California’s political ethos can be traced back to the Civil War. Abraham Lincoln promoted the building of the Transcontinental Railroad. He received his greatest financial backing from the railroad companies. A look at the map leaves one pondering why the line was built over the difficult terrain of the Rocky and Sierra Mountain ranges, to San Francisco, instead of the relatively flat lands of Texas, Arizona, Nevada, the Southern California desert, and on into Los Angeles. The reason is that had it been built over the “Southern route,” slaves would have built it. Lincoln could not condone that.

				When the Civil War ended, a large migration to California occurred. Northerners from Boston and New York who supported the Union tended to favor San Francisco. Former Confederates favored Los Angeles. Later, when the Rose Bowl became popular, Midwesterners flocked to the warm lands of Southern California. As a result, the north took on a more liberal, secular nature. The south became more conservative and Christian.

				However, intermixing within California created a general mind-set popular statewide. It became a progressive place, a trendsetter, a place of new ideas. In the north, a strong civil rights movement developed. Orange County and environs remained right wing, but on matters of race its white, Christian citizenry developed a sense of moderation unlike their Southern brethren, who thought like them on most other matters such as anti-Communism and small government.

				Two Southern California political figures embodied this way of thinking. Both Richard Nixon and Ronald Reagan ascended to the White House in large measure on the strength of Southern support. Together, they husbanded the South “into the Union,” so to speak, by making palatable to the South the conservative yet racially moderate views of Orange County and California in general.

				So it was that in the 1950s and 1960s, a young white boy growing up in an affluent California suburb would feel free to choose as his sports hero a black man without thinking twice about it, with no repercussions from disapproving friends and family. When Tom Seaver was a young boy in Fresno, California, the Dodgers and Giants were still in New York. There were no Pacific Coast League teams near him. As a fan, he was a “free agent.” He was not predisposed to root for white stars such as Mickey Mantle of the Yankees or Ted Williams of the Red Sox. After the clubs moved west, he lived in the fan bases of Willie Mays of the Giants and Sandy Koufax of the Dodgers, yet he chose as his favorite Henry Aaron, the smooth-swinging outfielder of the Milwaukee Braves. At that time he was an emerging superstar.

				In later years, Seaver said he was “prejudiced” growing up in Fresno, that to look down upon black people was accepted. Perhaps Seaver was correct, but what he considered prejudice in the 1950s and early 1960s was moderate by American standards. It did not stop him from admiring Hank Aaron, at least as an athlete. Inter-racial dating and full-scale integration may not have been subjects on his radar screen, but whatever predisposed social constructs he was raised with did not affect his view of black baseball stars.

				“It must have been his form that made me pick him,” he said. “I sat through entire ball games, just looking at Henry Aaron, nothing else, fascinated by him, studying him at the plate and on the bases and in the field.”

				He was also impressed by the hustle and professionalism of Stan Musial.

				“I have a very vivid recollection of Stan Musial when I was about 14,” he once wrote. “The Cardinals were playing the Giants in the old Seals Stadium in San Francisco around 1958 or 1959. I went to the game especially to see Musial play. Well, he didn’t have a particularly good day—he hit four routine grounders to second. Never got the ball out of the infield. But on every one he hustled as hard as he could to first base. I mean, he was a superstar, a legend, and he was almost 40, but that didn’t stop him from playing the game the way it was supposed to be played. I’ll never forget it.”

				He was a National League fan but did not relegate his rooting interests to the senior circuit.

				“If there was one team in the American League I followed more than any other while growing up, I guess it would have been the Chicago White Sox . . . somehow the way the White Sox played ball got to me,” he declared. “They weren’t a big team, but they were good.” Nellie Fox “stood out” and Billy Pierce was a “stylish pitcher.”

				Seaver once expressed some question as to why he, a pitcher, chose as his idol an outfielder. Later, when he went to the University of Southern California, he attended many Dodgers games on season tickets owned by his uncle.

				“Sandy Koufax became my hero,” he said. “But he never really replaced Aaron.”

				The choice of the Jewish Koufax is also emblematic. Tom Seaver, raised a Protestant, became a race-neutral white man. As he matured and broadened his horizons, he chose his heroes, idols, associates, roommates, and friends strictly on merit and personal commonalities. At USC his roommate would be Mike Garrett, a black running back on the football team (also a baseball outfielder who later played professionally for the Dodgers organization) from the inner-city Los Angeles neighborhood of Boyle Heights. Seaver would bring his California attitude with him to New York. He would be part of the “new breed” of modern athletes in the late 1960s.

				But that was all a long ways away in 1962. The dream of big-league glory was gone. Tom had no reason to believe he had a chance, but his love of the game would never go away. There was also the matter of college. Coming from a solidly middle-class family, his father undoubtedly could have paid his tuition, but he had already put Tom’s three older siblings through school, interestingly enough attending three of the four great California universities.

				Katie was a swimmer and volleyball player at Stanford who once punched a fresh guy in an off-campus bar. Charles Jr. swam at the University of California. Carol majored in physical education at UCLA before joining the Peace Corp in Nigeria.

				Charles Seaver’s plans for his youngest son were quite pedestrian: study business at Fresno City College while working for the Bonner Packing Company, then begin as an executive, rising up the ranks. Tom, however, saw a world beyond Fresno. He had his heart set on studying dentistry at the fourth of the great California colleges, USC, a private school with steep tuition costs and one of the best dental schools in the nation. He wanted to spare his father from fronting the money. A plan was hatched: Instead of college after high school, he would serve in the U.S. Marines. He would save and earn some money, getting some help from the G.I. Bill. That would only assuage a little bit of the cost. A tiny voice in the back of Tom Seaver’s mind would not go away.

				What about a baseball scholarship?

				This seemed to be a ludicrous proposition. USC had the best baseball program in the nation, led by legendary coach Rod Dedeaux. They had their choice of the best players. If a hot prospect did not wish to go directly into professional baseball, his college choices were basically USC, SC, Southern California, or Southern Cal; at least it seemed that way. Dedeaux had no more interest in a junk-baller from Fresno than the pro scouts who ignored him did.

				First things first. While waiting to report for Marine Corps basic training, Tom worked for the Bonner Packing Company. It was not an internship in his father’s plush office suites. Rather, he got up each day before dawn and spent the day wrestling enormous boxes of raisins along a loading platform. Two or three men were needed to lift the “sweat boxes.” The temperature in the un-air-conditioned warehouse was 100 degrees in the summertime. Sometimes snakes, rats, and spiders slithered out of the boxes.

				“After six months it was almost a relief to go into the Marines,” he stated. At night, Tom pitched for an American Legion team. Something was already happening to Tom Seaver. As he approached his 18th birthday, he was getting taller, was putting on weight, and was stronger after lifting “sweat boxes.” Tom could feel his clothes tightening on his body, his pants becoming too short. He could not help but think that he was throwing harder in July than he had in April. His baseball dreams would not die.

				He joined the Marines with his boyhood friend, Russ Scheidt. First came three months at Camp Pendleton, the famed home of the so-called Hollywood Marines (as opposed to those who train in Parris Island, South Carolina) near San Diego.

				“I hated the Marine Corps boot camp,” Seaver wrote in The Perfect Game, an autobiographical review of his 1969 World Series victory over Baltimore, written in collaboration with Dick Schaap. Caught with a dirty rifle, for three-and-a-half hours he had to do an exercise called “up-and-on shoulders, first holding out my rifle, which weighed 11 pounds, then lifting it over my head, then holding it out again.”

				“No, no, no, you don’t stop ’til I get tired!” the drill instructor yelled in typical Southern Marine voice cadence, when Seaver seemed too exhausted to go on.

				The DI in fact did get tired, and several had to take turns “supervising” Seaver, who “thought I was going to die.” After getting caught whispering to Scheidt, verboten during chow time, one DI jumped on the table, running toward him, food and plates flying everywhere. He took Seaver outside, kicking him over and over again. By this time Seaver had been in boot camp for 10 weeks. He was a “trained-to-kill Marine, and nothing could hurt me short of an M-14 rifle in the chest.” He had tears in his eyes . . . to keep from laughing!

				Seaver graduated from boot camp a new man.

				“It was all part of the psychology of being a Marine,” Seaver stated. “They were going to keep only those who stand it, and they tried hard to make guys quit. At the same time they kept pushing at each individual, appealing to him, that he was different—he was a Marine. Marines are different.”

				He joined a Marine Reserve unit and by the fall of 1963 enrolled at Fresno City College. For more than a year since high school, he had eaten three squares a day and done countless push-ups, pull-ups, and “up-and-on shoulders.” As he got older he had grown. In this period of time he had gone from 5 foot 10, 165 pounds to 6 foot 1, 195 pounds. He was a grown man, physically and mentally. He had pitched a little for a Marine team and had a sneaking suspicion that he was able to throw harder than ever, and if so . . .

				Strolling down the street in Fresno, Tom passed a man he had known all his life. The man did not recognize him.

				“Hey, remember me?” he called out to him.

				“My God,” he said. “Is that little Tom Seaver?”

				There still seemed no hope of that scholarship from USC, and none of Major League glory, but Seaver had the indomitable optimism of his mother.

				The Little Engine That Could.

				The Fresno City College Rams have one of the greatest J.C. baseball traditions in the country. Jim Maloney, Dick Ellsworth, and Dick Selma all pitched there before going to the big leagues. Scouts and college coaches paid attention to them. In September of 1963, a couple months shy of his 19th birthday, Seaver came out for what the coaches and players call “fall ball.” He was known for having made all-city pitcher at Fresno High, even if it had been “because there wasn’t anyone else to choose.”

				But his new height, the 30 pounds of muscle, the newfound strength, gave Tom confidence that he could not help but be noticed by coaches and players alike. After the initial period of conditioning came the moment of truth: tryouts on the mound. After warming up, Seaver got set, went into his motion, and delivered a 90-mile-per-hour fastball.

				The ball sailed up and in, smacking into the catcher’s mitt with a loud thud. Suddenly, USC did not look like such a pipe dream. In the spring of 1964, freshman right-hander Tom Seaver was the ace of coach Les Bourdet’s conference champion Fresno City College Rams, winning his last eight decisions to compile an 11–2 record against stiff competition, earning team MVP honors. This created an entirely new dynamic. Fred Bartels was stunned that Seaver, whom he coached when he was a “runt” at Fresno High, was now a hard-throwing star. Charles and Betty Seaver had to change their minds, too.

				They wanted him to stay in Fresno and go to work for the Bonner Packing Company. If he went on to a four-year school, Charles intended to pay for it, but his son had an independent streak. He wanted a baseball scholarship and wanted to go to college beyond Fresno’s borders, just like the Ron Howard character in American Graffiti.

			

		

	
		
			
				2

				The New York Yankees of College Baseball: 1964–1966

			

			
				What was happening to Seaver was less a phenomenon and more common than many realize. The high school “blue chipper” is accorded great attention, but many times he has physically matured sooner than his peers have. Sometimes he peaks at the age of 17 or 18. Others, like Seaver, grow, gain strength, and mature in more ways than one. Few make the kind of transition that Tom Seaver would ultimately make, but many high school “suspects” in various sports go on to become prospects in college, in the minor leagues, and in their 20s. Some attain stardom. Scouting is a very tricky, unpredictable business.

				Still, Seaver’s case was more unusual than the normal “late bloomers.” The impossible seemed to have occurred. His 11–2 record at Fresno City College earned the recruiting attention of Rod Dedeaux. Seaver was a legitimate fastball artist. Dedeaux called him the “phee-nom from San Joaquin.”

				But Dedeaux needed to know for sure that Seaver could compete for the Trojans. “I only have five scholarships to give out,” the coach told him. Before the ride would be offered, Seaver would have to prove himself with the Fairbanks, Alaska, Goldpanners.

				Today, collegiate summer baseball is a well-known commodity. Many scouts place more credence on a player’s performance in one of these leagues than they do on college seasons. The Cape Cod League uses only wooden bats, which proves to be a great equalizer for pitchers and a shock for aluminum-bat sluggers who find themselves batting .250 on the Cape. Summer ball has a long tradition in Canada, where American collegians test themselves in such exotic locales as Calgary, Edmonton, and Red Deer, Alberta. The Kamloops International Tournament in British Columbia has attracted some of the fastest baseball for decades. The Jayhawk League, consisting of teams from Boulder, Pueblo, and Colorado Springs plus Kansas and Iowa, was once a leading destination for college players. The California Collegiate Summer League, consisting of teams from the Humboldt Crabs in the north to the San Diego Aztecs in the south, has produced many stars in its various forms over the years.

				But the Alaskan Summer Collegiate League is the most legendary. For a time, the league became the Alaska-Hawaii League, with teams flying in for extended road trips on the islands and the “land of the midnight sun.”

				“The team was put together by a man named Red Boucher,” said former Mets pitcher Danny Frisella, who was a teammate of Seaver’s in Fairbanks. Boucher was the mayor of Fairbanks. “He got all the best young ballplayers up there.” Andy Messersmith of the University of California became a 20-game winner with the California Angels. Mike Paul pitched for Cleveland. Graig Nettles played for Minnesota. USC quarterback Steve Sogge, a baseball catcher, played on that team. Rick Monday was an All-American at Arizona State, where he was a teammate of Reggie Jackson and Sal Bando in a program that captured the 1965 national championship (also producing Mets pitcher Gary Gentry). In the very first amateur draft ever held in 1965, Monday became the first player chosen, by the Kansas City A’s.

				“Monday was there the year I was and he couldn’t even make our team,” said Frisella. “I think 13 guys were signed off that team. It was semi-pro ball, and we played eight games a week. We didn’t get paid. Not for playing ball. But I earned $650 a month for pulling a lever on a dump truck. And I didn’t have to pull the lever too often.”

				The man most responsible for the growth of summer collegiate baseball was Dedeaux. In 1963, when his Trojans won their fourth national championship, the press dubbed his team the “New York Yankees of college baseball.” He eventually retired with 11 College World Series titles, having produced such stalwarts as Ron Fairly, Don Buford, Bill “Spaceman” Lee, Jim Barr, Dave Kingman, Rich Dauer, Steve Kemp, Fred Lynn, Steve Busby, Roy Smalley, Mark McGwire, and Randy Johnson. His successor, Mike Gillespie, won the school’s 12th College World Series in 1998 (Louisiana State is second with six) while producing such talented stars as Bret Boone, Aaron Boone, Jeff Cirillo, Geoff Jenkins, Jacque Jones, Morgan Ensberg, Barry Zito, and Mark Prior.

				If a young player wanted to test himself among the best of the best, he could find no more competitive environment than the USC baseball program. For Tom Seaver, having tasted real success for the first time in his life at Fresno City College, it represented the ultimate challenge. He needed that scholarship—not just to save his father from paying the steep tuition but also to give himself imprimatur as opposed to “walk-on” status.

				Dedeaux had come out of Hollywood High School to become the captain of the Trojan baseball team. He had the briefest of Major League “careers” with the Brooklyn Dodgers but befriended his manager, Casey Stengel. Later, Stengel brought his Yankees to Los Angeles for exhibition games against USC, giving college players the chance to play against Mickey Mantle and Whitey Ford. After retirement from managing the Mets, he became a banking executive in Glendale, the L.A. suburb where Dedeaux lived. For years Casey was a regular at Trojan baseball games.

				Dedeaux was a key figure in organizing and growing the popularity of the College World Series. The first CWS was held in Kalamazoo, Michigan, and featured the University of California Golden Bears beating Yale for the national title. Yale’s first baseman was a war veteran named George H. W. Bush. Bush and Yale came back the next year, only to be beaten this time by Dedeaux’s Trojans. Eventually, the CWS found a permanent home in Omaha, Nebraska.

				“He never looked like a ballplayer, but he had eyes in the back of his head,” said Bill Lee, who played four years under him from 1965 to 1968, winning the national title in his senior year. “He knew in the first inning what would happen in the fifth; in the fifth what to expect in the eighth.” The greatest teams Lee ever saw were “the 1975 Cincinnati Reds, any Taiwanese little league team, and the 1968 USC Trojans!”

				“Dedeaux was the sharpest tack in the box,” recalled Mike Gillespie, who played on his 1961 College World Series champions.

				An extraordinary amount of athletic talent flowed to the professional sports leagues from USC and California in general. Huge crowds watching Trojan football games at the L.A. Memorial Coliseum played a large role in luring the Dodgers and Lakers out west. Dedeaux modernized the collegiate game from a “club sport” to a pipeline for the pros. Utilizing the perfect California weather, he turned his into a year-round program. There was “fall ball” from September to Thanksgiving, followed by a full slate of 50 to 60 games in the spring instead of a paltry 20 or 25. But it was summer ball that Dedeaux turned into breeding grounds for diamond success.

				A college player generally returned to his hometown after school let out and played on a pickup team or a ragamuffin semi-pro outfit. The competition was not good and players benefited little, returning to school without having progressed. Dedeaux wanted his players to experience something akin to minor league life—playing nightly games, traveling, and handling a fast brand of ball that prepared them for the college season, then a pro career.

				In the 1950s he sent his players to Canada, where in addition to good baseball experience they enjoyed the educational aspects of life in a locale far from home. When Alaska became a state, Red Boucher raised money to build a first-class facility and began recruiting the best collegians to Fairbanks. Dedeaux and USC were his number one source. A league was developed with teams in Fairbanks, Anchorage (the Glacier Pilots and later the nearby North Pole Knicks), Palmer Valley (the Green Giants), and the Kenai Peninsula (the Oilers). Teams from Canada and the contiguous lower 48 states traveled to Alaska. The sun almost never set in the summer. Lights were not needed. On June 21 a “midnight sun” game starting at 11:00 p.m. was played without any lighting. The Alaskan teams also traveled, playing in an end-of-summer tournament called the National Baseball Congress in Wichita, Kansas. The NBC featured all the best teams from across America. The Canadian teams generally played in the Kamloops International Tournament.

				Years later, when Tom Seaver became a broadcaster even before his playing career ended, he told partner Joe Garagiola of his Alaskan experience during a World Series telecast.

				“They play baseball in Alaska?” asked Garagiola.

				“Really good baseball, Joe,” replied Seaver.

				“Tell me about it,” inquired Garagiola, and Seaver did just that.

				In June 1964, Seaver boarded a plane for Fairbanks to join a team consisting of future big leaguers Monday, Nettles, Curt Motton, Ken Holtzman, and Gary Sutherland of USC. They were All-Americans with national reputations. Seaver was immediately intimidated, wondering whether he, a junior college pitcher still battling the insecurities of a nothing prep career, could compete at this level. He had little time for contemplation once he arrived, however. Boucher’s wife met him at the airport.

				“We’re playing a game right now,” she told him. “I brought a uniform with me. You can put it on at the field. We may need you.”

				The beautiful stadium and the large crowd struck Seaver. In a town of 20,000, some 50,000 people attended Goldpanners games each summer.

				“I dressed in a shack near the field,” Seaver recalled.

				There was no time for introductions when he arrived in the dugout, beyond Boucher’s handshake and orders to get to the bullpen and warm up right now. The score was tied 2–2 with the Bellingham, Washington, Bells in the fifth inning as Seaver hurriedly got loose, was waved into the game, and “met my catcher on the way to the mound.”

				He proceeded to retire the side, then met his teammates in the dugout. That night, Seaver pitched effectively in relief, earning a hard-fought victory and the respect of his all-star mates. He was used mainly in relief, later rating himself the “third- or fourth-line pitcher” on the ’Panners. He lived with the Bouchers. Aside from being a community leader, Red was a sharp baseball man who taught young Seaver important lessons on the psychology of pitching. He was very much like Tom’s optimist mother. Seaver came to understand that half the battle was believing in himself. Through psychology and the experience of successfully testing himself against the best, he was gaining invaluable confidence. Boucher told him that each morning he needed to wake up and say to himself, “I am a Major Leaguer.”

				One of Tom’s good friends in Fairbanks was Rick Monday, who also did a tour in the Marine Reserves. They often went fishing together. Dedeaux coached a summer team of USC players in Los Angeles that traveled to Fairbanks. Seaver pitched and mowed them down with high heat. When Boucher yelled at Dedeaux from across the field to ask how it was going, the USC coach cracked, “How the hell would I know? I haven’t seen the ball since the second inning.” Seaver made the Alaska all-star team, a huge honor that often meant a player was considered an All-American prospect when the college season began. Seaver’s scholarship offer was seemingly secured that night, but there were still bumps in the road.

				“Alaska was something else,” Seaver remembered. “You simply can’t realize what a magnificent place it is unless you’ve been there. And it’s a lot different than most people picture it. . . .

				“The weather in July and August is ideal. It’s in the high 60s and 70s every day and no humidity. It’s the time of year when they have 24 hours of sunlight and it’s pretty weird.”

				In August the Goldpanners made their way to Wichita for the NBC, stopping in Grand Junction, Colorado, for a tune-up against a fast semi-pro outfit. Seaver started but was hammered off the mound. NBC rules required the roster be reduced to 18 players. Boucher had to decide between Seaver and Holtzman, an All-American at the University of Illinois. He visited Seaver in his hotel room to inquire of his confidence, but the young Californian just told him to “try me.” Boucher kept Seaver.

				Against the Wichita Glassmen, Seaver was called on in relief with the Goldpanners winning 2–0. The bases were loaded in the fifth inning with one out. Boucher tried to steady his reliever, but Seaver just growled that he had “listened to you all summer long. Now it’s up to me. Give me the ball and get out of here.”

				Confident or not, it took some doing for Seaver to steady himself. Two walks and an infield hit pushed across three runs and now the Goldpanners trailed, 3–2. A double play kept the damage down. Over the next innings Seaver gained command. It was before the days of the designated hitter. In the eighth inning with the bases loaded, Seaver came to the plate. Boucher saw something in the young man who had once batted .543 with 10 home runs in Little League. He decided to let him hit. Seaver responded with a grand slam to win the game. He pitched and won a second game in the tournament, earning summer All-American honors from the National Baseball Congress. For the first time, professional scouts were evaluating him.

				“We had a lot of players who could throw the ball harder than Tom,” Boucher recalled. “His fastball moved well, but he was no Sandy Koufax. His curve and slider were not much better than average by college standards. His greatest asset was his tremendous will to win. And he had this super concentration. He believed he could put the ball right through the bat if he wanted to.”

				Dedeaux called Boucher and inquired of several USC players on the Fairbanks roster. Boucher interrupted him to say that Seaver would be “your best pitcher.” Boucher assured him that he would “bet on it,” to which Dedeaux replied that the Alaska manager was so high on the kid, “I really don’t have any choice.”

				Seaver had finally assured himself of the scholarship. His matriculation at USC completed a full educational cycle within his family: Charles Jr. (University of California), sister Katie (Stanford like their father), and sister Carol (UCLA Bruins). Now Tom was a Trojan. Despite his quick rise, he still did not allow himself to dream of big-league glory. His immediate goal was to attain a degree in dental studies, leading to a career in dentistry.

				He arrived at USC during a golden age on campus and in Los Angeles. That fall of 1964, quarterback Craig Fertig led the Trojans to a breathtaking comeback victory over Notre Dame, 20–17. USC running back Mike Garrett would go on to become the first of the school’s seven Heisman Trophy winners.

				The actor Tom Selleck, a basketball, baseball, and volleyball star out of Van Nuys High School, was on campus. A few years separated them, but Seaver and Bill Lee were in the program at the same time. It was a dominant age, under athletic director Jess Hill the greatest sustained sports run in college history. Aside from Dedeaux’s perennial champions, John McKay’s football team won two national titles and two Heismans in the decade. The track, swimming, and tennis teams won NCAA titles with regularity.

				Crosstown, John Wooden’s UCLA basketball dynasty was just heating up that year. Big-league baseball was in full swing on the West Coast. The Los Angeles Angels were an expansion team. The Giants and Dodgers had continued their rivalry in California. Sandy Koufax and the Dodgers sold out the beautiful new Dodger Stadium and won the World Series twice in three years.

				The famed USC film school also became world class at that time. Two of their most famous students were in school when Seaver was there. George Lucas would create the blockbuster Star Wars series. John Milius wrote the screenplays Dirty Harry and Magnum Force and then directed The Wind and the Lion and Red Dawn, among many others. He would become known as the most conservative filmmaker in notoriously liberal Hollywood. Another aspiring film student was turned down by USC. Steven Spielberg had to settle for Cal State, Long Beach, but as friends with Lucas and Milius, Spielberg was hanging around the campus so much he seemed to have matriculated there.

				Those three became friends with Francis Ford Coppola, who was attending film school at UCLA along with future Doors’ rock legends Jim Morrison, Ray Manzarek, and John Densmore. Together, Lucas, Milius, Spielberg, and Coppola hatched a hare-brained scheme to go to Vietnam with actors to film a “docudrama” in the style of Medium Cool, which was half movie, half footage from the 1968 Democratic National Convention in Chicago. The Vietnam idea was nixed (for some odd reason) by the Pentagon but eventually became Apocalypse Now, featuring the haunting music of Morrison singing “The End.” All of it was detailed in a fabulous 1998 Hollywood book by Peter Biskind called Easy Riders, Raging Bulls and in the documentary Hearts of Darkness.

				The USC campus had always been conservative, fraternity oriented, and traditional, but even more so when Seaver arrived. That fall, Republican presidential candidate Barry Goldwater energized a conservative movement based in nearby Orange County, embodied by Republican student politics at USC. Numerous USC (and UCLA) graduates made up the campaign and later administration staffs of Richard Nixon. Among them were Watergate figures H. R. Haldeman, John Ehrlichman, Dwight Chapin, and Donald Segretti. In the 1976 film All the President’s Men, the Segretti character tells Dustin Hoffman, playing Carl Bernstein, about the so-called USC Mafia of that era.

				Bill Lee got a taste of the stuck-up nature of social life on campus, which he described in his riotous 1984 autobiography, The Wrong Stuff. Lee was dating a beautiful sorority sister until movie star “Alan Ladd’s kid snaked her away from me,” presumably with a show of wealth.

				Dedeaux was a gregarious character who knew everybody who was anybody, including Casey Stengel.

				“My baseball coach at USC, Rod Dedeaux, was a very close personal friend to Casey, and he’d often tell us stories about him, probably all true,” recalled Tom.

				Seaver enrolled as a predental student, joined the Sigma Chi fraternity, and quickly made friends with Dedeaux’s son, Justin. His Marine experience immediately separated him from the silly frat boys. Seaver and the younger Dedeaux roomed together and hunted pheasant on occasion. They learned how to cook them, and they became the specialty of the house. The Trojans made an annual trip to Hawaii, where Seaver had an unusual meeting with Stan Musial.

				“The first time I met Musial I was in Hawaii with my college baseball team, and we were ordered off the beach because there was a tidal wave warning,” Seaver remembered. “So we ran into the nearest hotel and up to the third floor. As we were running down the hall, I saw Musial in his room, watching the ocean with his wife and a friend. I couldn’t resist the opportunity to just walk into his room and say hello. I didn’t usually have that much nerve, but I couldn’t let that moment pass. I reminded him about it once, and he said he remembered, but maybe he was just being polite.”

				He also befriended Mike Garrett. This arrangement came to symbolize all that is righteous about college sports. Here was Seaver, the white middle-class son of an affluent business executive, “prejudiced” while in high school, paired with Garrett, the black inner-city son of a single mother. Had they not been teammates at USC, these two never would have found each other. Instead they became the best of friends.

				Garrett was an introspective young man bound and determined to make the most of his opportunity. He had been an All-American at Roosevelt High School in Los Angeles and of course made his name on the football field, winning the Heisman Trophy in 1965 and helping the Kansas City Chiefs win the 1970 Super Bowl. Eventually, he graduated from law school and became USC’s athletic director, where he hired the great Pete Carroll in 2000. Garrett was just as serious about baseball, too.

				“Mike was serious about things,” said assistant USC football coach Dave Levy. “One time he and I got into a big discussion, and he expressed frustration that he could not rent an apartment in Pasadena because he was black. I just told him he needed to understand there were white folks of good conscience and that you had to let people change. I had discussions with black kids at USC, and I said they needed to take advantage of the educational opportunities that sports provided them. Mike came to agree with me.”

				“If you’d told me that a black kid from Boyle Heights would win the Heisman Trophy,” Garrett said on the History of USC Football DVD (2005), “I’d have just said, ‘You’re crazy.’”

				Seaver and Garrett were both intensely dedicated. They worked out together. Justin Dedeaux was amazed that Seaver could keep up with Garrett stride-for-stride running wind sprints. The Garrett-Seaver relationship also directly marks the beginning of a revolution in sports training, with profound consequences. Baseball players were told not to lift weights, that to do so would “tie up” their muscles, making them unable to throw and swing the bat. But Seaver had seen how much better he had gotten when he got stronger lifting boxes and later doing push-ups, pull-ups, and rifle exercises in the Marines.

				Jerry Merz, a friend of Seaver’s who studied physical education, recommended that Seaver lift weights to increase his strength. Garrett lifted weights for football, and Seaver asked him to help start a regimen, which he did. Seaver’s stocky body responded to weight training, with immediate good results on the field. He would take his weight training routine with him into professional baseball, influencing a change in the perception of weights in the 1970s. Over time, all baseball players would bulk up on weights, and eventually this led to the rampant use of steroids.

				Seaver’s casual, open relationship with Garrett was an eye-opener for him. Despite idolizing Henry Aaron from a young age, he had met few blacks. He had adopted the country club racism accepted by whites of that era, probably without fully realizing it. Charles “Tree” Young was a black track, basketball, and football star at Edison High School in Fresno a few years after Seaver came out of Fresno High. He became an All-American tight end on the 1972 USC football team generally considered the greatest in history and later a star with the 1981 world champion San Francisco 49ers before entering the Christian ministry.

				“I most certainly knew all about Tom Seaver,” Young said. “He was from Fresno, had starred at USC, and made good with the New York Mets. But the Fresno of the 1960s was a place where you needed to know your place.”

				Young lived in the “black section” of Fresno. It was not a segregated society, certainly not like the South. Edison High was integrated and Young a popular student-athlete.

				“If you are good in athletics, you can go places and do things unavailable to others,” Young said. “When I arrived at USC, my first question was, Where’s the blacks? I quickly discerned that there was double meaning in the term Southern California. But through sports, black brethren and white brethren became one. It took some doing, and on our football team it did not happen overnight.”

				Young was a member of the 1970 USC football team that traveled to Birmingham and, behind running back Sam “Bam” Cunningham, defeated Alabama, thus effectuating great racial change in the South. The Trojan team he played on, ironically, was racially divided as a result of the playing of black quarterback Jimmy Jones over white hotshot Mike Rae.

				The nature of USC—its conservatism and traditions—has been credited by those who were there at the time with allowing social change to freely occur. By contrast, angst and war protests dominated life at rival campuses Cal-Berkeley and Stanford. According to John McKay, the supposedly “enlightened” Stanford student body directed “the most vile, foul racial epithets I ever heard” at his team, one in which McKay had provided more and greater opportunities for black athletes than any in the nation, when they made their way onto the Stanford Stadium field.

				A few years prior to that, Tom Seaver brought a certain amount of white conservatism with him. After all, his father ran a large company, and he had never been exposed to radical politics. But USC was a place where ideas could flow more easily than at a segregated Southern campus, yet be tempered by the kind of respect for tradition that seemed to have been lost at Berkeley. The Cal campus was allowing itself to become the de facto staging grounds of American Communism in the 1960s.

				In the hierarchy of Trojan sports, Mike Garrett towered above a junior college baseball transfer like Seaver. But as teammates they gravitated to each other, finding their similarities more compelling than their differences. Garrett was considered undersized, and Seaver—at least until his recent growth spurt—had always identified himself as “the runt of our crowd,” as Dick Selma put it. He felt only admiration for Mike, who forged success for himself without the kinds of physical gifts of a later Trojan superstar, O. J. Simpson.

				In 1965, Seaver worked hard to make it onto USC’s starting rotation, although his NBC All-American status gave him great imprimatur. Oddly, it was a down year for the Trojans, who finished 9–11 in conference play, in fourth place behind cochampions Stanford and California, and one game back of crosstown rival UCLA. But Seaver was excellent, winning 10 games overall against only two defeats with a 2.47 earned run average, establishing himself as the undisputed staff ace. He was named to the all-conference team along with Garrett and Justin Dedeaux. A major boost in his confidence came in an alumni game when Seaver got Dodgers first baseman Ron Fairly, a former Trojan, to pop up on a slider. As Fairly ran past Seaver on the mound he said, “Pretty good pitch, kid.” Seaver had retired a big-league hitter and allowed himself to dream big-league dreams (three years later in the Major Leagues, Fairly connected on a Seaver slider for a home run).

				“Even at USC, I was a six-pack-and-a-pickup-truck guy, but Tom was a champagne-and-cigar-in-the-back-of-a-limousine guy,” recalled ex-Trojan and Boston Red Sox favorite Bill “Spaceman” Lee.

				“I knew Tom from the fraternity,” recalled football All-American Tim Rossovich. “He was a tough guy. He was like a football mentality in a baseball player, but also really smart and a great athlete.”

				In June of 1965, the very first Major League draft was held. Rick Monday, an All-American outfielder for national champion Arizona State, was the number one pick. Because he had not gone into the Marines his first year after high school, the sophomore Seaver’s college class was in its third year, making him eligible for the draft. Already, the strategy behind obtaining maximum signing bonuses meant that college juniors would get more, since they had the bargaining leverage of returning for their senior year. A graduated senior had to take whatever was offered him or go home, his eligibility gone.

				His favorite team, the Los Angeles Dodgers, drafted Seaver. He and his USC pals regularly went to nearby Dodger Stadium on his uncle’s tickets to watch the great Sandy Koufax pitch.

				“He had an artistic style,” recalled Seaver. “He used every part of his body in pitching. His mechanics were what I watched. He was so smooth.” One night Seaver saw Koufax knocked out of the box, a rarity. Koufax walked off the mound with his head held high. Four days later Tom was back at Dodger Stadium. Koufax blew his opponent away, back in form.

				Scout Tom Lasorda came around to negotiate. If Seaver had lacked any confidence before, making All-American at the National Baseball Congress, retiring Fairly, and compiling a 10–2 mark for Troy took care of that. Lasorda offered $2,000. Seaver came back with $50,000, arguing that Selma had received $20,000 from the Mets out of junior college, and he was a seasoned Trojan star. Lasorda came up to $3,000, but that was that. The tantalizing possibility of Tom Seaver’s forging a career on the great Dodgers teams of the 1970s would be only that, tantalizing.

				“Good luck in your dental career,” Lasorda told him.

				It was a real-world business lesson Seaver was not going to learn in any economics class. It also meant a return to Fairbanks in the summer of 1965. This time Seaver did not arrive in Alaska as an unknown, dressing in a shack and introducing himself to his catcher on the mound. There was a sense of hierarchy on the Goldpanners, and the ace pitcher at the University of Southern California was tops on that hierarchy. It was as talented a team as any in the country, the “all-star” concept of picking the best collegians from around the nation making the Goldpanners better than most college teams and probably better than a lot of minor league clubs.

				The “pitching staff was so deep and talented—Andy Messersmith, Al Schmelz, Danny Frisella, and I were the starters,” recalled Seaver. As can happen when a young athlete achieves success, a sense of overconfidence—some call it “senioritis”—can affect his performance and often requires some “negative feedback” in order to right the tilting ship. Seaver again made the Alaska all-star team. He thought pretty highly of himself as the Goldpanners again made it to the NBC in Wichita, but the plethora of talented pitchers, all vying for mound time to gain experience, strengthen their college resumes, and of course get visibility for the scouts, meant that Seaver’s toughest competition came on his own team. In Wichita, “I had a chance to win only one game before we reached the semi-finals” against the Wichita Dreamliners.

				A big crowd and lots of scouts came out for a ballyhooed matchup between the hotshot Trojan hurler and a semi-pro outfit consisting of four recent big-league performers: Bobby Boyd, Jim Pendleton, Charlie Neal, and Rod Kanehl. Neal and Kanehl had played for the New York Mets. Neal led off the game with a triple, Boyd added three hits, and Kanehl stole home as the Dreamliners defeated Seaver, 6–3. Seaver probably could have pitched around some of the former big leaguers but challenged them instead, paying the price. He hated walking hitters even if it meant giving them a pitch they could hit. After getting knocked from the mound, Boyd approached him.

				“Kid, you got a great future ahead of you,” he told him. “You’re going to be a big-league pitcher.”

				“I just stared at him,” said Seaver. “I didn’t believe a word he said.” Seaver felt the veteran was mocking him. That night, Tom and some teammates went out for beers. Kanehl joined them, repeating what Boyd had said. Fairly had expressed admiration for his ability, too. Maybe they’re right.

				“The thought had me walking on air for a couple of weeks,” Seaver recalled.

				Schmelz and Frisella both signed with the Mets instead of returning to school. Seaver came back to Southern Cal and immediately noticed a bevy of scouts at the “fall ball” games. He attended a number of Dodgers games that September, focusing on Koufax as he pitched his team to the world championship. The consensus among the scouts was that Seaver was one of the top young prospects in amateur baseball and that the Dodgers had blown it by not signing him in the summer.

				While Seaver’s baseball future was developing, so too was his personal future. In 1964 he sat in a class at Fresno City College a few seats away from a pretty blonde named Nancy Lynn McIntyre. His smooth repartee and way with the girls deserted him, and he never said “two words to her the entire semester.”

				At the end of the spring semester before heading north to Alaska, Seaver and some pals blew off steam drinking beers and playing softball when he spotted her. Impulsively he ran toward her and, in what had to be one of the most awkward “first dates” in history, was unable to stop himself; he ran into her, knocking her flat. He then picked her up and asked if she wanted to go to a softball game.

				“No,” she replied.

				“It definitely was not love at first sight,” she said, laughing. “He had his hair plastered, was skinny, and had big teeth and hands—a late developer.”

				Seaver then, for all practical purposes, kidnapped her. She endured the softball game and agreed to a second “date” if it would be less violent. Nancy was born in Kansas but grew up in Fresno with three brothers. Her father owned a liquor store. She attended a rival high school.

				Over the next year and a half, the relationship faced challenges with Nancy in Fresno and Tom in Alaska for two summers and in Los Angeles going to school. She occasionally came to visit. He saw her on vacations back to Fresno. Their casual agreement was that they would see other people. In Los Angeles, Tom knew that a pretty girl like Nancy would have no trouble finding a guy. He had always been popular with girls. Dick Selma expressed amazement at how, despite being a JV pitcher, he dated all the best-looking girls in high school.

				Now he was a “big man on campus,” best friend of the Heisman Trophy winner, star of the baseball team, rumored to be a bonus baby when the draft came around. Girls at USC were plentiful and he dated his share of them. Perhaps his Marine experience, or the up-and-down nature of baseball, had matured him beyond his years, but for whatever reason he did not want to “play the field” anymore. He and Nancy agreed to be exclusive, and after some initial difficulties both realized that they wanted marriage, a family, and stability. He told Nancy USC girls seemed only interested in “clothes and parties.”

				“Nancy and I,” he wrote in The Perfect Game, “seemed . . . to realize at the same time that life wasn’t about all parties, that we could be serious about ourselves and about other things without being pretentious or somber.” They both wanted to “live in a real world.”

				They decided to marry, and more importantly, never to hurt each other—easier said than done. Tom’s prospects were certainly excellent. If baseball did not pan out, he would have a USC degree, followed by dental school and a nice practice back in Fresno. The only friendly glitch in the relationship was the fact that Nancy’s father argued the merits of Notre Dame football while Tom supported his Trojans. The Tom-Nancy partnership would prove to be a remarkable love story. 

			

		

	
		
			
				3

				The Chosen One: 1966–1967

			

			
				Tom Seaver was expected to be a junior at USC in the spring of 1966, but he was one year older than most juniors since he had not attended college in 1962–1963, when he served in the Marines (although being born in November made him closer to their age). In January of 1966 a winter draft was held. Because of what eventually happened to Tom Seaver, the rules of the winter draft were later changed, but despite being in school he was selected number one by the Milwaukee Braves, who were that year in the process of moving to Atlanta. Braves’ scout Johnny Moore, who had seen ’em all in Fresno, arrived at the Seaver household in a Cadillac. When he left, Tom was $51,500 richer. He was a hot young prospect ticketed for the big leagues, where his teammate would be the great Henry Aaron!

				Charles and Betty Seaver were slightly disappointed that their son was dropping out of school but understood that his future in professional baseball was bright. Tom also assured them he intended to go to school each off-season until graduating. He arranged with the Braves for his continuing education to be paid for by the club.

				“I had two years of college before I signed a contract,” Seaver assessed. “With two years completed, it’s not so difficult to finish the last two years of college. It’s awfully hard to do four years of college, one semester at a time in the off-season. I admire anyone who can do it. Your education will stay with you forever, long after your last fastball has faded.”

				No sooner did he sign with the Braves than he discovered the contract was invalid. USC had played a few early-season games. A player could sign only prior to the playing of games on the spring schedule, and the Trojans always got off to an early start. Coach Dedeaux was none too happy about losing his ace pitcher and alerted baseball officials that Seaver was not eligible for the draft. Seaver would have to wait until the June draft, but he was not disappointed. He would pitch for Southern Cal. Then the NCAA declared he was ineligible since he had signed a pro contract. He was like Ko-Ko in The Mikado, caught in the middle of a “pretty state of things,” wrote sportswriter John Devaney.

				Tom and Charles researched baseball’s rules in order to find some solution to the dilemma. Finally, after receiving an impassioned letter from Charles Seaver, the commissioner’s office got involved. It was decided that a “lottery” would be held. Any team willing to match the Braves’ offer could enter it. Three teams—Philadelphia, Cleveland, and the New York Mets—did just that. The Dodgers wanted in, too, but general manager Buzzie Bavasi was so consumed in contract talks with Sandy Koufax and Don Drysdale, both holdouts that spring, that he forgot to get the team’s name in. For the second time, the Dodgers passed up a chance to get Tom Seaver.

				“Tom Seaver changed baseball history,” said longtime Los Angeles talk show host Fred Wallin. “If he had signed with the Dodgers when he was first drafted, L.A. would not have gone from 1965 to 1988 without winning the World Series. If the commissioner had allowed the Braves to control his rights, who knows what would have happened to that franchise? But assuredly if Tom Terrific had not signed with the Mets, the miracle of 1969 could not have happened.”

				The Mets almost failed to enter the draft, as well. General manager George Weis needed to be talked into it.

				“We felt he could be a great addition,” said club president Bing Devine. “I don’t know if we felt he’d become as great as he did. I don’t know if anyone knows for sure when they make what looks like a great pickup. . . . Who knows if he’s going to mature?”

				The Mets were afraid Seaver would sue, “and George Weis was against it. Yes, he was against taking Seaver. Let’s be honest about it: He didn’t know anything about him. And so he just said, ‘We can’t do it,’ and Joe McDonald and I had a private meeting, and we agreed I had to make a case for that. I made a big case, and I recall it was only hours before we had to make a decision and agree to that, and George Weis finally shook his head, I’m sure not wanting to do it, and said, ‘If you people make such a big case of it, go ahead.’”

				The Mets were selected, and Seaver was the chosen one. Seaver was pleased.

				“What I remember about Seaver was he was a student of the game and a student of pitching,” Devine recalled years later. “He was a very smart guy. He could have done anything else. I recognized that about him, that he had a lot of things going for him that a lot of young ballplayers didn’t and probably never would—this was aside from his ability to pitch and the stuff he had.”

				The Mets were an expansion team without established pitchers. His path to the big leagues would be swifter. Scout Nelson Burbrink arrived at the Seaver home on El Rancho Drive in a Chevy, not as fancy as Moore’s Caddy. He signed him to the same deal the Braves agreed to, though. Seaver reported to Homestead, Florida, where their minor leaguers were well under way for Spring Training. The experience was extraordinary for him. Four years earlier, he had been less than a “suspect”—a warehouse “sweat box” lifter and a lowly Marine recruit with drill instructors screaming in his face. Year by year things had gotten better for him: junior college ace; proving himself with the Alaska Goldpanners; “big man on campus” at USC; now a bonus baby; and a few months later, married to the beautiful Nancy Lynn McIntyre.

				He was also one of the first baseball players to lift weights, which raised eyebrows.

				“I remember walking into my first Mets’ Spring Training clubhouse carrying the 10-pound dumbbell I used at the University of Southern California,” Seaver recalled.

				“Whaddya got there, Atlas?” somebody wisecracked.

				The guy who could not make the Fresno High varsity until his senior year found himself trailed by curious glances and murmurs at Homestead. “That’s the guy from USC.” “That’s Seaver; they paid him over 50 grand.” Bud Harrelson, Jerry Koosman, and Nolan Ryan were all in camp, but Seaver was singled out for the special treatment accorded to the most important prospects. It was dizzying, but Seaver had “class” according to Harrelson, who said that despite his place at the top of the totem pole, the bonus baby did not put on airs or try to show anybody up.

				Harrelson recalled that in batting practice Seaver “lay the ball right in there” instead of trying to show off. “Right away I thought, I like that guy. He’s not trying to impress anybody. He’s getting loose; he doesn’t care; his ego doesn’t need to strike out the team. This kid’s got some class!”

				Harrelson, a scrawny shortstop from Northern California, quickly became Seaver’s friend and roommate. Most players start out at class A ball and have to fight for years to move up the ladder. The combination of Seaver’s college record, his bonus money, and the team’s lack of success meant that he started at triple-A Jacksonville, Florida. Manager Solly Hemus, who had seen a few in his long baseball career, declared him “the best pitching prospect the Mets have ever signed” and then paid him the ultimate compliment: “Seaver has a 35-year-old head on top of a 21-year-old body. Usually, we get a 35-year-old arm attached to a 21-year-old head.”

				Seaver was teammates with Dick Selma at Jacksonville. Immediately he had success and was ticketed as a “can’t miss” prospect who would be in the Major Leagues soon, maybe even in September. His first professional game was played on April 25, 1966. Seaver struck out nine and allowed six hits in 83 innings, defeating the Rochester Red Wings. He followed that up with a masterful 6–0 shutout of Buffalo, striking out 11. One Bisons player remarked that his fastball “just exploded when it reached the plate.”

				“We may be watching the development of one of the great ones of our time,” said Buffalo manager Red Davis. “This kid didn’t pitch and beat a bunch of rookies. He beat a veteran team. From what I saw, Seaver could be one of the great ones.”

				After beating Buffalo again, 2–1, there were predictions that he would be pitching at Shea Stadium “before the end of June.” Sportswriters called him the “Jacksonville wonder boy.”

				Seaver was perfecting his “drop and drive” pitching motion, which has been described as the most “perfect” of any pitcher ever. It was a compact, beautifully constructed use of the big muscles in his powerful legs, relieving stress on his arm, with a minimum amount of gyration. He was not as liquid or artistic as Koufax, but for a man built like Seaver, it was just right. It reminded many of Robin Roberts, a Philadelphia Phillies Hall of Famer who retired the year Tom broke into organized ball. The comparisons were meant to be flattering, and they were.

				He was given the nickname Super Rookie, or Supe for short. His future was secured, oddly, after losing four straight games after starting 3–0. Hemus said he reminded him of Bob Gibson, adding when most minor league pitching prospects get hit, they are removed so as to protect their gentle psyches. Hemus realized Seaver had the mental toughness of a 35-year-old. When his rough patches came, as they always do, he kept him in to gain from the experience. He led the team in victories (12) and strikeouts.

				The roughest patch came off the field. Seaver planned to marry Nancy in September when he returned to Los Angeles, continuing his studies at USC. While many minor leaguers play the field with “groupies,” Tom determined to remain true to Nancy, holding to the promise both made to each other when he was at USC, to be faithful.

				He wrote that he was “going crazy” at the Roosevelt Hotel. Reports differ on how Seaver proposed and carried out the wedding. In one story, he enclosed a one-way ticket to Jacksonville and proposed they be married. A traditional couple, neither wanted to live in sin. Nancy agreed, flew to Florida, and they were quietly married on June 9. However, according to a People magazine feature in 1977, Tom made a fast cross-country flight to California, formally asked Nancy’s father for his daughter’s hand in marriage, then impulsively rushed her to Florida for a wedding between games.

				“I thought I was marrying a dentist,” Nancy insisted. “But it didn’t make the society page, it made the sports page.” On their wedding night, she said, “We went to dinner, to our room, and then out again for hot fudge sundaes. Finally, back in our room, we called our parents, just stalling.”

				“Does she mean that before they were married they actually hadn’t . . . ?” wrote Martha Smilgis in People. “Oh, Tom would kill me if I told,” Nancy blushed.

				The wedding, not coincidentally, spurred Seaver back on a winning streak.

				When the “wizened” wives and girlfriends of the Jacksonville players set the naive California girl Nancy “straight” on the notorious sexual habits of ballplayers, Tom assured her of his commitment to her, but her mind was filled with dreadful thoughts while Tom was on the road. They remained true to each other. It was a trait Tom Seaver would become known for: the faithful husband. He would not be the only faithful husband in professional sports, but he was in a distinct minority.

				After a heavy workload at Jacksonville, the Mets decided not to call him up in September. It was expected that he would make the Mets’ Major League roster in 1967. Seaver and his new bride drove across the country to Los Angeles. The young Nancy began crying, still not convinced that life as a ballplayer’s wife was for her. She was experiencing doubts about her marriage.

				“As much as we’re going to be separated you’re going to have to trust me,” he told her. “When you married me, I think you knew that I could be trusted.” Instinctively, she did. Tom had been raised right by his parents. Interestingly, while throughout his career he avoided temptation on the road, he was never a Goody Two-shoes. He enjoyed drinking beer, chewing tobacco, telling jokes, using bawdy language, and playing cards. He was always one of the boys. Seaver had a talent for nonjudgment. His teammates did what they did, and he did what he did. Seaver never admonished or chastised and was never ostracized for being “too good” for his teammates.

				When he said good-bye to Hemus at season’s end, the manager told him, “I’ll see you in the ‘biggies’ next season.”

				After a year in the minors, “I was rolling in dough, making $500 a month,” Tom joked.

				“Yeah,” Nancy interrupted, “you splurged and bought me a hair dryer.”

				In the fall of 1966, Seaver reenrolled at the University of Southern California, where he was now just another student. Suddenly Seaver saw a new future in baseball and began to think about broadcasting on the side. He transferred his major from predentistry to public relations. Instead of living near campus, notorious for being near a high crime zone and at that time only a year removed from the nearby Watts riots, they lived in upscale Manhattan Beach.

				“Being a successful pitcher is not just being able to throw the ball, but being able to weigh and make quick decisions,” he said. “College refines that and has helped me to make the right decisions on the mound. More than ever before, now I know pitching is using your mind.” Seaver stayed in shape pitching, running, and lifting weights with Rod Dedeaux’s team and numerous off-season pros working out with the Trojans.

				“When I was going to college at USC, I’d go to Dodger Stadium a lot to catch him pitch,” Seaver recalled of Sandy Koufax. “Once my uncle got me tickets right behind the Dodger dugout, and just watching Sandy warm up was a phenomenal experience. I remember after I pitched at Jacksonville in 1966, and our season ended before the Major Leagues, Nancy and I went back to California, and I made her come with me two nights in a row to watch Koufax and then Don Drysdale pitch. She was bored, but I was in Heaven just watching Sandy work.”

				Prior to the 1967 season, Nancy took a call from the Mets asking Tom to report to St. Petersburg, Florida, for Spring Training. She did not think much of it until she passed the message along to her husband. When Seaver heard it he explained what it meant: St. Pete meant the bigs. The minor leaguers were assigned to Homestead, as he had been the previous spring. He was joyous, exclaiming that this meant they would live in New York, and they would make a lot of money. Nancy was unable to grasp what it all meant, not understanding the difference between St. Petersburg and Homestead, or even the ramifications of their future life in the Big Apple.

				Seaver entered Spring Training amid speculation that he would be a starting pitcher. Had Seaver not been with the lowly Mets, he probably would not have made it to “the Show,” as the majors are referred to, as quickly. He would have started out at single A or double A, then worked his way up. Instead, he did start as a rookie in 1967. In truth, he was as ready as can be. Manager Wes Westrum not only put him in the starting rotation at the beginning of the season, he was talked out of starting him on Opening Day only out of caution.

				The Mets were as bad as ever in 1967, only now they were just terrible, not funny. The old Casey Stengel stories, the wacky Marvelous Marv Throneberry antics, were gone. Now they just lost. Seaver was appalled. The “advantage” of being selected by the Mets was not an advantage anymore. Seaver’s performance at Jacksonville, in Spring Training, and early in the 1967 campaign made it plainly obvious that he not only was worthy of being in the big leagues, he was star material. But the Mets were still a joke. Herein lies the key to Tom Seaver’s legend.

				In the entire history of athletics, the New York Mets of the 1960s were the worst outfit of all time. There was no close second. If some other bad team, like the old St. Louis Browns or the Pittsburgh Steelers before their glory days, might compare statistically, nobody matched them for sheer comedic looniness. Books were written about their antics and errors.

				Born out of expansion after the Dodgers and Giants abandoned New York in 1957–1958, the Mets began playing at the Polo Grounds in 1962. Under former Yankees manager Casey Stengel, they were 40–120, the worst record—then and still—in baseball history. Stengel was old and engendered laughter with his famed “Stengelese,” but what passed for genius with the champion Yankees looked like buffoonery with the Mets.

				Every possible joke seemed to be played on his team. Players were late for the team’s first game because they were stuck in an elevator. They ran into each other, passed each other on the bases, and made errors that defied reality. This act continued unabated between 1962 and 1966.

				During this time, a funny thing happened. The New York press did not cover them simply in the sports pages. They made them a feature story, liberally pointing out their comically endearing ways. In a city that demanded winners, in which the Yankees seemed a symbol of Roman power, having “conquered Gaul” by driving out the competition of the Dodgers and Giants, the Mets filled a gap among National League aficionados who disdained the methodical champion Bronx Bombers in favor of the all-too-human “Metsies.”

				The team moved to Shea Stadium in 1964 and drew enormous attendance despite their record in the decade. When the Yankees began to slide in 1965, the Mets were unquestionably the more popular team. But by 1967, their comedy routine was wearing thin. Gone were Stengel, Marvelous Marv, Choo Choo Coleman, Rod Kanehl, and other floundering favorites.

				During Spring Training Tom’s teammates laughed about an error. Seaver had yet to throw his first big-league inning, but he stored the event away mentally, determined that if he rose to a leadership role by dint of success on the field, he would assert his will.

				Pitching an exhibition game against Minnesota in 90-degree heat at Orlando, Florida, Seaver challenged the great slugger Harmon Killebrew, striking him out with fastballs.

				He recalled “striking Killebrew out during Spring Training of 1967, the year I first made the Majors,” he reminisced. “Every time you retire a Major Leaguer in that situation, it really builds your confidence.”

				But another Twins slugger, Tony Oliva, opened his eyes.

				“In the same inning I faced Oliva, and he ripped a double off me. As much confidence as the Killebrew at-bat gave me, Oliva’s had the opposite effect until I realized that not too many Major League pitchers ever got him out easily.”

				After a few more impressive outings, he was given a five-inning start against Kansas City, allowing one run in a strong outing. He followed that up with five scoreless innings against the defending world champion Orioles.

				Seaver impressed the coaches and his teammates with his work ethic, running endless wind sprints, doing sit-ups, pick-ups, and training on his own even on off days. When asked what drove him he replied, “Pitching has always been hard work for me. I never had anything handed to me. At 14, I already knew my physical limitations. It appeared to be a burden then, but it obviously helped.”

				The New York press was too used to the comical Mets legend to realize what was happening. When Maury Allen of the New York Post found out manager Wes Westrum was planning to start the rookie on Opening Day, he was flabbergasted. Seaver was very boyish looking. His nickname was Spanky. Westrum backed off and decided to start Seaver in the second game of the year.

				“I’ll admit he doesn’t have much experience, but he gets people out,” Westrum observed. 
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