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Darryl Strawberry wanted to quit baseball
at 19. Two Mets teammates wouldn't let him.

By TIM BRITTON

To this day, 43 years later, Dar-
ryl Strawberry still has a nick-
name for his 1981 season with the
ClassA L_nx‘hbu Mets.

“I call it,” Slrauberry said by
phone last week, “the suck season.”

The suck season was, at the time,
the most challenging of Strawber-
ry’s life. It was the season he first
confronted failure on the baseball
diamond. It was the season he first
heard racist slurs from the stands.
It was the season he came oh-
so-close to quitting baseball and
hanging up his jersey for good.

And so when Strawberry's No.
18 is retired June 1 at Citi Field,
it’s only fitting that among his hon-
ored guests will be the two people
who pushed him through the suck
season: manager Gene Dusan and
teammate Lioyd McClendon.

“Everybody looks at the suc-
cess, bmllookallhepmpleuh)
had a great impact on me,” Straw-
berry said. “There's no way that I
‘would be standing on the field hav-
ing my number retired had it not
been for people like them getting
me through the most challenging.
difficult times at a young age.”

The first month of Strawberry's
first full season in pro ball had not
gone well. Failing on the field for
the first time is hard enough for
any player. Strawberry had sever-
al extra spo(lﬂm on him.

The summer. he had been
the No. 1 pick out of Crenshaw
High School in Los Angeles, where
his coach had called hiim “the black
Ted Williams™ in Sports IHustrat-
ed. His signing bonus, while not a
record, more than doubled that of
the previous No. 1 pick.
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“They were calling me all kind
of names and saying negative
things” Strawberry said. “You're
talking sbout the deep south. | was
like, “This is crazy” I grew up in

Former New York Mets star Damyl

Southern California and we never
had to that growing up.”
“Listen. it was 1981. Society as
a whole didn't quite embrace us
— black folks,” McClendon said.
“They used to pass the hat for any-
body who hit a home run. We hit
home runs and we got nothing ™
By early \(z\ S(I'l\lhu‘n ‘want-

“1 just checked out.” he said. “1
did go AWOL."

“He left for a couple days.” Du-
san said. “Tt was concerning that
he left. I felt like he'd be back. |
knew he'd be back™

Rather than chase Strawberry.
Dusan gave him space. He didnt
even tell the higher-ups in the
Mets front office.

“If I did that today. they'd fire
me.” he chuckled. “Things were
different in the early 80s”

Two days later, Strawberry re-
turned to the park. thanks langely
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to his relationships with Dusan
and McCiendon. Strawberry and
McClendon had bonded the year
before in rookie ball in Kingsport,
Tenn., when they roomed together
and had each other’s backs during
their first summer in the South.

“I guess we had to protect each
other.” McClendon said.

And McClendon hadn't been
there at the start of the '8 season
in Lynchburg because of a broken
hand he suffered in spring train-
ing But when Strawberry left the
team. that rehab period became a
lot shorter for McClendon.

“When I saw him at the park,
then I was happy.” Strawberry said,
“to see a face and someone of color
just like me™

Dusan made sure the two roomed

together again, even though Mc-
(‘Imth:ha! married.

“You have to take care of him.”
McClendon remembered Dusan
saying. “because he's not going to

Strawberry
before a game between the Mets and Colorado Rodkies on Aug. 27, 2022, in New York.

make it if you doat.”
“I dont know if I was old enough

to be a mentor at the time,” said Mc-

Clendon, who was 22 that season, “but
1 was certainly a friend and a voice he
could talk to. Whatever little wisdom
that T had I tried to pass along™

And Dusan’s tough-love ap-

proach as a manager was what
Strawberry needed at that point.
y returned to the

‘lmghdvmrvbark 'm glad
you're heaithy,” he told the player
“We've got to go to work "

From that day forward, Dusan
remembered. Strawberry became
the best player be ever coached.

“He was there every day for ex-

tra hitting ™ Dusan said. “Once he
applicd himself, he was the man.”

There was a reason Strawberry
'was always there for extra hitting.

“Let me put it this way: Ina very
ood way, Gene was 2 pain in the ass
to Darryl and L™ McClendon said.

“When we were on the road, be would
wake us up at 8 every morning and
weludmml}rlnlbmllpn-h:
special in both of us.
He-wnthlhm{irm
“Gene Dusan was like a fcther
figure to me that 1 didn't have. He
anh-ndm:bwmwnm
" Strawberry

said.

"lhmnpndhnﬁmul} Ttwas
just very personal to

mm.mdxw

Strawberry helped babysit Dusan’s

looking

mlenchng with the people up
there (in the stands),” Strawberry
said. “That really helped me be-
cause I really didn’t want to play
anymore, for a minute there.”

“He taught us so much about
not just baseball but life in gener-

mmman:p:nmlhnnno()mz
games. “You stand up and

live by your word and learn tobe a.

‘man of honor. It was pretty cool”

self-inflicted and not. It was a learr:
ing moment, he said, one that came
up whenever his children wanted to
give something up at a difficult time.

In 82, playing for Dusan in Dou:
ble-A Jackson, Miss., Strawber
ry broke through with 34 homers,
45 stolen bases and an OPS over
1000, Two years after the suck sea-
son, Strawberry was the National

Heving ” Strawberry said. “I'm for-

ever thankful for that and for real

peophe. These are real prophe. These

are not people that sugancoat every-

thing sbout you. But the people that
me how to overcome.”

“It's hard to believe.” Dusan said
about watching the teenager he
managed have his number retired
“T aprreciate how he feels about me.
TI'm proud of him.~
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