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				As we acquire more knowledge, things do not become more comprehensible, but more mysterious.

				—ALBERT SCHWEITZER

			

		

	
		
			CONTENTS

			Preface

			PART ONE

			Chapter One: High Sierra

			Chapter Two: City Lights

			Chapter Three: The Natural

			Chapter Four: Local Hero

			Chapter Five: Darkest Hour

			Chapter Six: North by Northwest

			Chapter Seven: Eastern Promises

			Chapter Eight: The Fighter

			Chapter Nine: La La Land

			Chapter Ten: Cannonball Run

			PART TWO

			Chapter Eleven: Training Day

			Chapter Twelve: Duel in the Sun

			Chapter Thirteen: Castle in the Sky

			Chapter Fourteen: Falling Down

			Chapter Fifteen: The Lady Vanishes

			Chapter Sixteen: Triumph of the Will

			Chapter Seventeen: The Comeback Kid

			Chapter Eighteen: The King and I

			Chapter Nineteen: Blow-Up

			Chapter Twenty: The Tailor

			Chapter Twenty-One: Brief Encounter

			Chapter Twenty-Two: Pitch Perfect

			Chapter Twenty-Three: My Favorite Year

			PART THREE

			Chapter Twenty-Four: Gone with the Wind

			Chapter Twenty-Five: The Searchers

			Chapter Twenty-Six: The Color of Money

			Chapter Twenty-Seven: Pain & Gain

			Chapter Twenty-Eight: Summer of ’42

			Chapter Twenty-Nine: A Guy Named Joe

			Chapter Thirty: The Road Warrior

			Chapter Thirty-One: Bringing Up Baby

			Chapter Thirty-Two: The Spy Who Loved Me

			PART FOUR

			Chapter Thirty-Three: California Split

			Chapter Thirty-Four: Author! Author!

			Chapter Thirty-Five: Do the Right Thing

			Chapter Thirty-Six: The Twilight Zone

			Chapter Thirty-Seven: Valley Girl

			Chapter Thirty-Eight: Queen of the Desert

			Chapter Thirty-Nine: Defending Your Life

			Chapter Forty: Sleeping with the Enemy

			Chapter Forty-One: It’s a Wonderful Life

			Chapter Forty-Two: The Alice Marble Story

			Chapter Forty-Three: Final Destination

			Photographs

			Acknowledgments

			Author’s Note

			Notes

			Bibliography

			Index

			About the Author

		

	
		
			Preface

			The Swiss Alps dominated the landscape. The mountains didn’t know it was 1945, or that the world was at war. Those snow-capped heights were likewise disinterested in the drama playing out far below.

			On a winding mountain road, a sports car skidded around tight switchbacks, the driver, whose story this is, fighting to keep the vehicle from plunging into the distant valley below. Not far behind, another car, in hot pursuit and gaining.

			The driver of the first car was an international icon, a tennis great who had won the sport’s most important title, the Wimbledon championship, six years before, the last time the tournament was played before World War II interfered. She was also a four-time US National champion and had accumulated every accolade worth having in the prewar era of sports. She was renowned for her oratory, her singing voice, her appearance, her style, her closeness with the elite of Hollywood and Wall Street, and her optimistic, winning personality. She had become especially famous after coming back from two years away from the sport, stricken down by disease in what had seemed the prime of her career, only to fight her way back to the top.

			She was just about the last person anyone would expect to be driving for her life down a European mountain, protecting evidence of Nazi war crimes on the seat beside her, squinting into the inky blackness, afraid to slow down even if it meant a fiery death.

			Soon the other car forced her to stop. There was a confrontation. The precious evidence she had stolen a short time earlier, the reason she claimed to have come to the mountains in the first place, was taken from her by force. Alice turned and ran, her breath ragged in the high elevation.

			A shot rang out. A blow to the back, a burning sensation, and then, nothing.

			What in the world was she doing there?

			For that matter, was she really there at all?

			

			•  •  •

			Alice Marble was the foremost female tennis player in the years before World War II. As the Wimbledon Lawn Tennis Museum wrote about her in its Pocket History of Champions, “Women’s tennis can be put into two eras—before Alice Marble and after. She created the women’s game in its aggressive, modern style.” Hardly a contemporary match report or profile was written about Alice that failed to note that she “played like a man”—that is, her ferocious serve-and-volley style and powerhouse élan were so overwhelming that only her occasional lack of control could stop her. Using her next-level athleticism and an unreturnable serve, Alice swept to eighteen victories in what today would be called “Grand Slam” events, the US Nationals and Wimbledon (she never played the big tournaments in France or Australia, for monetary reasons). That number includes multiple women’s and mixed doubles titles, all but one in the five-year window between 1936 and 1940. Then the war forced Alice into quite different activities.

			She was an outsize figure during this time, “Alice Marvel,” the “Garbo of Tennis Courts,” the “blonde bombshell of her day.” She caused a stir by playing in shorts, rather than the skirts then in favor. The press was quick to remind their readers that “her legs are like two columns of polished mahogany, bare to the knees, her figure perfect,” as one dazzled reporter wrote. “Miss Marble looks lovely even when she has just come off the court,” thought the well-known English writer Charles Graves, in a typical description that focused on Alice’s physical presence. “Few girls can do that. On the court itself you see how beautifully built she is. She walks like a prizefighter.”

			But Alice was just as famous for the times when she was looking and feeling far from her best. A series of illnesses led to a collapse on the historic red clay of Roland-Garros stadium in Paris, which culminated in a diagnosis of tuberculosis that seemed to swerve her budding career into an abutment. Sidelined and committed to a sanitorium, she was forgotten for nearly two years, until a dramatic comeback lifted her to the very top. Her revival to capture victory at the 1936 US National Championships lifted Alice to new heights of popularity, at one stage receiving roughly five hundred fan letters a day from admirers who asked her for health tips, relationship advice, or her hand in marriage.

			Her combination of on-court excellence and off-court style had her greatly in demand and opened up many doors. She was a regular on radio programs, as an interviewee, as a guest host, and as a singer, where her contralto voice won enough plaudits that she was asked to sing at posh nightclubs in New York and London. Her writing ability was outstanding, especially for someone who gave up a college education for the courts. She contributed pieces to newspapers and magazines with great frequency, and even was part of the original writing staff for the Wonder Woman comic book. She developed a speech based on her “will to win” and relentlessly toured the country to deliver it. Her eye for fashion and love of sporting it led to a side career as a designer of athletic outfits as well as clothes made for everyday use.

			A natural athlete such as women’s tennis had never seen, Alice had risen from humble beginnings in San Francisco to conquer the sport of royalty. Her father passed away when she was still a child, and the family lived on the edge of poverty thereafter.

			She found solace in sport. As a teen, Alice was known throughout the city for her baseball ability, as well as her regular gig shagging fly balls as an unofficial mascot of the San Francisco Seals, the best local nine in the time before the major leagues moved west. Upon discovering tennis, Alice found a home among the municipal players at the courts in Golden Gate Park. Years later, a London Times writer surveying Alice’s career would note that the “rough-and-ready apprenticeship stood her in good stead when she came to meet more artificially trained players.” Tennis was a sport for the idle rich, the country club set, the people who could compete without the bother of earning a living at the game, for it was strictly amateur in that era. Alice didn’t fit that description in any way, but her hardscrabble beginnings served her well when she started moving up in the rankings.

			She was the top-rated player in California before she turned seventeen and was competing for the US National title (the forerunner to today’s US Open) on her eighteenth birthday. She traveled east in 1931 for the first time to play the swells of the sport at its highest level. She fared poorly but came away convinced a top coach would help her reach the pinnacle.

			She found that coach in Eleanor “Teach” Tennant, one of the most colorful and successful, if overlooked, figures in tennis history. She, too, had willed her way out of the anonymity of the poor San Francisco streets, becoming the foremost teacher of the game in Southern California, with a clientele stuffed with famous film actors and actresses, the top names of the day—Gable, Flynn, Dietrich, Lombard. It was that last one, Carole Lombard, the “Queen of the Screwball Comedy,” who hung Eleanor’s nickname on her. Lombard was a serious player, though when Tennant instructed her to attack the ball higher or get in better position, she would respond with a sarcastically sweet, “Yes, Teacher dear.” After enough of those, Lombard shortened it to “Teach,” and the nickname stuck. Eleanor was “Teach” Tennant after that.

			Alice and Eleanor got together and formed one of the most successful coach-student relationships ever seen in individual sports. Their closeness went beyond the typical athlete-coach model—far beyond it. Eleanor essentially adopted Alice and took over her life for more than a decade. The pair lived together, dined together, traveled together. Eleanor took over Alice’s finances, fashioned her diet and training regimen, controlled her social life. In that time Alice captured the very highest honors tennis had to offer.

			Through Eleanor, Alice was introduced to worlds closed to ordinary tennis players. She hobnobbed with Tennant’s acting pals, counting Lombard and her husband, Clark Gable, among her close friends. She was a regular guest at the American Xanadu known as San Simeon, William Randolph Hearst’s Palace on the Pacific. Despite her humble roots, Alice was a favorite of wealthy families on either coast and was especially close with Will du Pont, heir to the Delaware chemical and munitions firm.

			Alice had a long and enigmatic relationship with Du Pont, not unlike her one with Tennant. Because of her success, Alice gave herself freely to Eleanor’s vision. Alice called her “my adopted mother” in the London Daily Mail, just as Eleanor called Alice her “foster daughter.” Another writer referred to Eleanor as Alice’s “psychiatrist,” noting “she is particularly frank with her criticism of Miss Marble.”

			For as long as they were inseparable, the pair were dogged with rumors of a romantic relationship. Neither ever confirmed such an affair, hardly surprising given the times they lived in. Homosexuality, after a brief flash of acceptance in the 1920s, was driven firmly underground by an ensuing backlash. Being openly gay or bisexual, or even “straight with a wink,” à la Cole Porter, for example, would have surely damaged Alice’s budding and then flourishing career, rife as it was with opportunities off the court.

			Even with the passing of the years, and the acknowledgment of affairs and crushes on other women, Alice insisted that she and Eleanor were not lovers—in the physical sense, anyway. They were certainly in love in a more spiritual manner, and when their relationship ended along with Alice’s career, blunted at the height of her power by WWII, the breakup was shocking, given how intertwined the two women had been for over a decade.

			But the specifics of Alice’s relationships with Tennant and Du Pont pale in comparison with other, even more dramatic (some would say “cinematic”) liaisons she claimed to have. Alice maintained she got married during the war, to an army air force officer whose death would lead Alice to agree to take on a wartime espionage mission to search out another of her lovers, a man whom she never publicly named and who was in cahoots, or worse, with the Nazis. It was that relationship, and the revenge she sought for her dead husband, that supposedly put Alice on that mountain road, in a car chase that ended with her taking a bullet in the back.

			Alice revealed these adventures only in her second memoir, Courting Danger, published a year after her death in 1990. She was mostly taken at her word, though attempts to independently confirm her story have always led to dead ends, and challenges to the truth of her story showed up in book reviews and other projects left uncompleted.

			I am merely the latest in a long line of Alice Marble admirers. It was always easy to appreciate her at an inch-deep level, but as I learned more about her, going further and further down the rabbit hole (how appropriate my subject’s name was “Alice”), the mysteries of her life only deepened. In writing this book I have crisscrossed the United States and scoured international archives in an attempt to chip away at the mystery of Alice’s contradictions, how such a public life could remain so shrouded in shadow. I have visited the touchstone sites of her childhood and career. I have followed every trail, every lead—some of which, more than I hoped, ended in further question marks. There are new stories here and old ones with new twists. I’ve examined faded correspondence and pieces of paper Alice herself touched, recordings she made, articles she wrote, and records she likely never expected would be looked for. And I made contact with the few remaining people who knew her, hoping they could provide some insight into the Marble Mystery.

			At the end of the detective work remained a unique, pioneering, fascinating woman, which I suppose I knew was the case even before I went digging around into her life. Alice Marble may be mysterious, but she doesn’t disappoint.

		

	
		
			PART ONE

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			High Sierra

			Alice Marble began her life far from the Swiss Alps, in the shadow of different mountains, ones that, for a brief, sparkling period, were the center of the world.

			The Sierra Nevada range forms the border between Nevada and northeastern California. While the range may not soar toward the heavens quite as spectacularly as the Alps, or stretch quite as far, they are every bit as beautiful. The area is replete with vistas and valleys and astonishing sights, like the Half Dome or El Capitan in what is now Yosemite National Park, or Lake Tahoe, the largest of the multitude of high-altitude bodies of water in the region, or the sequoia trees that tower in timeless majesty over the slopes.

			In the mid-nineteenth century, however, the thousands upon thousands of people who swarmed the area cast their gaze downward. For it was the gravel in the foothills and beneath trickling streams that caught the eye. There, ribbons of gold shimmered amid the gray rock. And the whole world, or so it seemed, had flocked to the Sierra to pry it from the earth.

			In January 1848, a man named James Marshall, a carpenter originally from New Jersey, was building a sawmill owned by John Sutter when he spotted flakes of gold in the shallows of the American River, where he was working. It was a major strike, and days later, the treaty ending the Mexican-American War officially handed the territory of California to America. In an instant, a bull’s-eye was painted on the Sierra range. By June, three-quarters of the men in San Francisco had left the city for the mountains, seeking their fortune. The following year, 1849, saw a massive invasion of the area by gold hunters from around the country (and the world). By the end of the year the non-native population of California had grown from around eight hundred in March of 1848 to an incredible one hundred thousand. And the influx of newcomers never stopped.

			Two of them were Alice’s grandparents.

			Alice’s paternal grandfather, Solomon Marble, was born in a small town in central Maine called Shirley. He married another Pine Tree Stater, Sarah Frances Hewins, nearly two years older, who was from a venerable, tiny village near Bangor called Old Town. According to Alice’s first memoir, The Road to Wimbledon, published in 1946, Solomon left Maine as a teenage boy, sailing on a trading ship through the Panama Canal before taking a “jolting stagecoach to the coast” and then another ship to San Francisco. He then made his way northeast, in the direction of Sutter’s Mill. It isn’t known for sure if Hewins was with him for every leg, or exactly where they got hitched—some sources have them marrying in Maine in November 1858, others say the nuptials took place in California.

			Mines were being sunk all over the area, and Solomon did his best to find a fortune-making vein. He and Sarah bounced around the Sierra Valley, seeking gold in several camps and settlements, including the propitiously named Gold Run. The lucky strike never did come for Solomon. But in all that moving he couldn’t help noticing how fertile the valley was for farming and grazing. So he turned to life on the land, setting up a sheep farm in a small settlement called Holland Flat (since renamed Dutch Flat), just west of the huge wilderness now preserved as Tahoe National Forest. Here, the Marbles raised their family.

			Alice’s father, Harry Briggs Marble, was born on May 4, 1866, in Holland Flat, having been preceded by two older brothers, Heckton and Melvin (a third brother, Eugene, was born three years later). After the children had grown a bit, the Marbles left the farm at Holland Flat for a mining camp called Long Bar along the Yuba River, where they were living when visited by the local census taker in 1880. Exactly why Solomon gave up the first farm is not known, but his son would have a similar hot and cold relationship with the farmer’s life.

			Indeed, the adult Harry at first was desperate for more adventure than the staid life of planting and shearing. He did the expected thing, seeking the color, moving around the watersheds of the Yuba and Bear Rivers and, especially, the Feather River. But he wasn’t any luckier in mining for gold than his father had been, so he soon turned his attention to logging.

			Beginning with the gold rush, the Sierra Valley became a “logging epicenter,” to the point that today there is virtually no virgin timberland remaining. Wood was desperately needed for housing all the gold rushers and for building transport to and from and especially down into the mines. Clearing the old-growth forests of towering sequoias and coast Douglas firs and ponderosa pines became a major industry virtually overnight.

			Harry rushed to join in and wound up in a particularly important and difficult job, that of the high climber (often referred to as the “high rigger”). Spending weeks at a time under the immense emerald canopy, he would don spiked climbing shoes and a heavy climbing belt and, using nothing but strength, balance, and somewhat insane courage, scale the trees. The lumber from smaller trees was considered less desirable by local builders, so the loggers targeted the biggest trees that blanketed the southern slopes. Harry’s daily work site was up to two hundred feet in the air. Once atop the green beast, Harry would lean back against the belt, attach ropes to the tree, and begin to saw away at the branches and the thick trunks.

			“As it begins to sway and crack,” Alice wrote in The Road to Wimbledon, “he calls a warning to the logging crew at the base of the tree. With a surging sound like the sea, the treetop falls, crashing its way to earth. The high-climber sways with the lashing, vibrating shaft, keeping his balance by a sixth sense and the grace of God.”

			The casualty rate among loggers was absurdly high. Danger came from above, as crashing trees wiped out entire work crews, and below, with mudslides and hidden ravines causing equipment- and lumber-laden men to plummet to their deaths. Transporting the immense logs via ox-pulled wagons was also a treacherous process. Men were killed or lost limbs to out-of-control timber or beasts at regular intervals.

			Harry had made good money in the forests, much more than he ever made looking for gold, but in the 1890s he quit the timber business for, surprisingly enough, the same farming life his father had struggled with. Unlike his father, Harry raised cattle instead of sheep.

			He started in a place called Sierraville, then spent some time prior to the century’s turn in a small settlement in Plumas County called Kettle, named for the family that founded the camp, in the spot they happened to hop off the stagecoach and put a shovel into the ground.

			Harry was a tall, strong man, a classic “husky pioneer,” in Alice’s description, with broad shoulders and brown hair that climbed farther up his forehead with the passing years. But even out of the tall trees, Harry discovered life in the Sierra was unforgiving. Once, a horse he was shoeing kicked him and nearly cleaved off his kneecap, and in 1898 he caught a fever severe enough to lay him up for most of the spring. While healthy he helped erect barns and build roads, and occasionally he headed back into the forest to hew timber from the giants that grew along the local slopes, all of which kept him out of debt when the beef market was slow. When times were good, he made the rail journey to San Francisco to sell his stock.

			As a rancher Harry was dependent on good grazing conditions and plentiful water, and the climate in Kettle turned against him (forcing the settlement to be abandoned), so he picked out a spot about six miles northwest, a speck on the map called Beckwith (now known as Beckwourth), roughly fifty miles from his birthplace of Holland Flat. In the summer of 1904 he “report[ed] business in that part of the county to be reasonably lively,” so it made sense to get closer to the action.

			He cleared a spot in the old growth, near a hot spring that reeked of sulfur, and began building a house, one that was far too large for just one man. The local paper, the Feather River Bulletin, took notice. “Harry Marble of Kettle, is building a comfortable dwelling house for himself. Looks very suspicious, Harry!”

			Indeed, it was a house built for a family. Not long before, Harry had journeyed to San Francisco to sell some of his cattle, as well as to get his troublesome asthma checked. He went to a renowned throat doctor named George Gere. Alas, the doctor was out for lunch, he was informed by the nurse, but perhaps he would like to wait?

			He sure would, for Harry was quite taken with the nurse. Her name was Jessie Birdsal Wood, and it turned out she was Dr. Gere’s sister-in-law (he was married to Jessie’s sister Josephine). Jessie was born in Oakland in 1877, but her family moved across the bay to San Francisco in time for grammar school. She was a graduate of the Hearst School, blessed with a lovely singing voice to go with a large oval face and wide, deep eyes so blue they were nearly cobalt.

			Harry hung around the office for several hours making nervous conversation and, after getting his exam, stayed in the city for far longer than he had planned. He learned that Jessie was a thwarted singer, limited to the church choir as her family didn’t think much of their daughter hanging around clubs late at night to sing. She had a beau, a younger man who had a good business in the city. She lived with her sister Jo and the doctor in Haight-Ashbury, and for the next few weeks Jessie juggled her two suitors, at length finding herself falling for the tall timber from the northeast.

			Harry proposed immediately, and Jessie said yes. They married in San Francisco on December 22, 1905, at Jo and Dr. Gere’s place. “The bride was in white satin,” reported the San Francisco Call, and “two little flower girls completed the bridal train.” Harry told the paper he was taking his new bride back to Plumas County, “where he owns a pretty home on his large stock ranch.” They were considerably older than the typical betrothal age of the time—he was thirty-nine; she was twenty-eight.

			It was a leap for Jessie to leave the city she had known all her life to follow her man into the wilderness. Unlike the Bay Area, the Sierra Valley had true winter, with heavy blizzards and deep snowdrifts that often cut the farm off from the outside world. While Jessie had to look up at the soaring peaks of the mountain range that dominated the horizon, she was certainly no longer at sea level—Beckwith sat at nearly five thousand feet, a mile high where the air is thin and breathing difficult for the unacclimated.

			Of course, the area had its charms, dazzlingly beautiful in a different way than San Francisco’s steep allure. Harry had planted apple orchards on his acreage, which towered over the verdant grass meadows that dappled in the summer sun and blew with the breezes year-round. From the farmhouse, a “rambling white house with a wide veranda around all four sides,” according to Alice, the Marbles could look out on an incredible view, the landscape either emerald green or brilliant white, depending on the season, dotted with animals and trees, the sunlight reflected by the nearby Big Grizzly Creek and the Middle Fork of the Feather River.

			It was also a lot quieter than the big city—a lot quieter than many small ones, for that matter. Their nearest neighbor was four miles down the road. The town of Beckwith was a single thoroughfare with a handful of shops. The nearest “large” town, Quincy, a mining community of several hundred people that was the Plumas County seat, was nearly forty miles away, a long, uncomfortable journey at the best of times. When Jessie made it to Quincy, it was noted in the Feather River Bulletin—on the front page!

			The farm, called Hathaway Ranch, was on Sattley Road, little more than a lumber trail that branched off from a larger one called Loyalton Road. Both were roads that Harry helped build, which accounted for his knowledge of the area. The work, for Beckwith Road District construction crews, earned him two separate payments of around a hundred dollars. The Marbles were rather progressive for the period; Jessie was one of just sixteen women in Beckwith Precinct to register to vote in the 1912 elections, while Harry lent his name to many social causes, including the establishment of a unified school district that would encompass Plumas and Sierra Counties.

			In the meantime, a family burgeoned. Jessie gave birth to a pair of sons, Dan in 1907 and George a year later. The family added its first girl, named Hazel for her eyes, in March 1910.

			Alice Irene Marble was the fourth child to come along, born six years after Dan and three post-Hazel, on September 28, 1913. “I must have been a healthy, well-cared for scrap of humanity,” Alice wrote in The Road to Wimbledon, “but not a spoiled baby.”

			On December 1, 1916, the family would add one more child, Harry Jr., whom everyone immediately and thereafter called Tim, who would look up to Alice his entire life. His birth was noted in local newspapers like the Plumas Independent, though they only mentioned gender, not Tim’s name. “The home of Mr. and Mrs. Harry Marble of this valley is brightened by a new boy, born December 1st,” read the Feather River Bulletin.

			Unlike many elements of her life, Alice’s birth went unrecorded by the press.

			

			•  •  •

			A golden voice trilled across the ranch house. Jessie Marble worked hard, preparing meals for her family and the half dozen farmhands who worked on the land. She also kept house and made clothes on a “rickety sewing machine [that] clattered and banged and jammed and stuck,” in Alice’s memory. All through the day, Jessie would sing as she toiled, hymns and religious songs in the main. She would pass along her industrious energy to her daughter, along with her lovely singing voice.

			A photo taken of Alice at age two displays a startlingly prescient glimpse of the adult to come—wide, alert eyes, relaxed before the camera, an inviting smile on her face. There is no trace of baby fat or features that altered with time. One glimpse at the photo and the future Alice Marble, internationally known as she was, is clearly visible.

			“My earliest memory is of when father let me milk a cow,” she remembered much later. Alice was four, so it was excusable that her initial go was a farce. She grabbed the udder on the wrong side of “Bossy” and soon was flat on her back, “covered with milk and humiliation.” Any milk Alice managed to capture in a bucket was churned into cream, which the family mixed with vanilla and fresh snow to make a kind of farm ice cream.

			Alice immediately idolized her older brothers, Dan and George, who pitched in with chores around the farm and were endlessly active. Hazel, on the other hand, with her silver-rimmed glasses and pushover demeanor, Alice had no time for. Even in her dotage, Alice wouldn’t much care for Hazel, writing in 1986 to a friend that she “is bossy and sneaky and sometimes I don’t like her at all.” Another family member, Harry’s older brother Melvin, “Uncle Mel,” also came to live on the farm after an unsuccessful attempt at politics. He more closely resembled the “Yosemite Sam” stereotype of the Northern California gold rusher, sporting a bushy handlebar mustache and spitting his unpleasantly fragrant chewing tobacco juice into every nook and cranny of the ranch.

			Alice recalled an idyllic, if hard-won, lifestyle on the farm. The work began before dawn and didn’t end until past dinnertime. Harry was a master handyman, forever sawing, stitching, hammering. The sulfur springs on his land were thought to be curative, so Harry built cabins to rent to arthritis and rheumatism sufferers. Word spread that even if the springs didn’t take away the pain completely, the beautiful setting and friendly Marble family were worth the few dollars a week. By 1916 the “Marble Hot Springs” were better known than the Marble stock ranch.

			For the young Marble children, the regular influx of new people was a godsend, alleviating the feeling of being cut off in the mountains. They made friends with whoever turned up, though Alice and the other Marbles felt uneasy in their homemade hand-me-down clothes. People arrived “in wagons piled high with bedding and pots and pans, for families often accompanied the invalid, bringing their own equipment.” Once a large group of eighteen Spanish gypsies came and put down roots, staying for years.

			World War I came and went “without appreciably touching our lives,” Alice recalled. But shortly thereafter, in early 1919, Jessie’s nephews, Ray and Harry, Dr. Gere’s sons, came home from Europe and to the Sierra for a visit. Remarkably, though Jessie had gone to San Francisco on occasion, it was the first of her family to visit them in the mountains since she moved there over a decade earlier. The little boys she had known in Haight-Ashbury were now men, war veterans, and Jessie wept for the life and family she had missed by following her husband into the wild.

			Not long after the visit, Harry disappeared to the city for a week, and when he returned, he had a major announcement—they were selling the farm and moving to San Francisco. Jessie ran up to him and threw her arms around her husband. Alice could never recall her mother being so hands-on, or so happy.

			Had the Marbles stayed in the mountains, Alice’s life might have remained idyllic, if forgotten. But her descent to sea level led to an extraordinary career climb, one as dramatic as it was unlikely.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			City Lights

			San Francisco in the 1920s would be scarcely recognizable to anyone traveling back in time from the modern jewel by the bay.

			For starters, the Golden Gate Bridge had yet to span the icy waters between the city and Marin County. Railroad tracks ran right up to the docks, servicing the countless ferries that hauled goods the mile and change across the bay, landing at the Ferry Building or the Hyde Street Pier. Materiel for San Franciscans was loaded right onto the cars “at any hour of the twenty-four” by an army of stevedores and thence spread to merchants throughout town. High, sheer cliffs fringed the waterfront, the harbor protected by enormous naval guns that were in place to intimidate any enemy who dared to challenge America’s might.

			Commuters without bridges and mostly without automobiles relied on cable cars, electric streetcars, and those ferries, their foghorns piercing the thick morning fog, the same route often bathed by sun that afternoon on the return trip.

			The first radio station, KPO, wouldn’t start up programming until 1922, and San Francisco was very much a newspaper town, with no fewer than six broadsheets vying for readers—William Hearst’s Examiner, its archrival the Chronicle, plus the Bulletin, Daily News, Post, and Call. They informed the public about local attractions, such as Neptune Beach in Alameda, the “Coney Island of the West,” where dancers and stunt performers vying for daily prizes were on display. Miniature golf was a new sensation, and young and old alike flocked to the Agua Caliente course at Eighth and Market.

			To the south the Santa Clara Valley, better known today as Silicon Valley, was mostly undeveloped farmland, covered with harvested fruit drying in the inland sun.

			Despite all the modern advances and as many drawbacks, one thing has stayed constant through the decades—the hypnotic spell San Francisco casts on visitors and locals alike. As a writer named Robert Welles Ritchie put it in 1929, San Francisco was even then a “City of romance and portal to adventure, City of padre and Argonaut, City of sunshine and fog, City of light and shadow, City of fascination and allure.”

			

			•  •  •

			A surrey trip to Oroville, a train ride to Sausalito, a ferry across the bay, and the Marble family arrived in the “Paris of the West.” They settled in the northwest portion of the city, an alluring neighborhood called the Inner Sunset district, at 1619 Twelfth Avenue. Their new home was a white house high on an archetypically steep San Francisco hill, requiring a lung-busting, thigh-burning walk up several blocks from the flat land at Irving Street, where the streetcar tracks connected the area to other parts of the city. The neighborhood was near the northwestern edge of the Peninsula, along the straight shoreline of Ocean Beach, before the land takes a right turn and the Pacific meets the Golden Gate.

			Half a million people lived in San Francisco in 1919, but the terrain served to box residents into neighborhoods that felt much smaller, which helped the Marbles acclimatize to their new home. In their case, the Inner Sunset was hemmed in by Golden Gate Heights, which Alice scaled every day to get to the house (the incline continues up for another thousand feet or so, culminating in Forest Hill, which offers a commanding, if often fogbound, view of the Golden Gate, the ocean, and much of the city), and to the east by the green-backed lumps of Forest Knolls. To clear the hills and escape, the Marbles had to tromp down the street for many blocks, long-striding and uncertain along the precipitous drop, and then head east or west, or farther north into Golden Gate Park, which would soon become Alice’s second home.

			Her first home was change enough for now. The house is still there, set back from the road, a long flight of stairs—sixty in total—leading up to the front door, one last heartbreak hill after the long slog up the road. The reward for reaching the front porch was a remarkable view of the bay and the city. There were gardens on both sides and a sandy backyard. Next door lived the Butler family, Mom and Dad and all eleven children under a single roof.

			Unlike the house back in Beckwith, this much smaller place required shared quarters for all—the boys in one room, Harry and Jessie in another. At least they had bedrooms—Alice and Hazel shared the rust-colored sofa in the living room. In another change from the ranch, there was indoor plumbing, so no more plowing through snowdrifts when nature called. And another surprise awaited in the hall: the first telephone the Marbles had ever owned.

			Harry’s occupation in the 1919 city phone directory was listed as “carpenter,” though Harry’s new gig with a lumber company was less refined, requiring as much hauling as fine craftsmanship. At age fifty-three, he was a bit old for the physical labor required, but he was still strong as an ox. There is no exact record of Harry’s pay, but he wasn’t making much, given the financial struggles to come.

			The city was new and different for Jessie, too, a far cry from the place where she had grown up. “Imagine electric streetcars and automobiles,” she said, anticipating the move back to her rapidly changing hometown.

			Both newfangled contraptions would affect Alice’s life before long.

			

			•  •  •

			The spanking new Model T Ford screeched to a halt in front of 1619 Twelfth Avenue. At the wheel was a smiling Uncle Mel Marble. Harry’s brother had come down south after tying up multiple affairs in the Sierra Valley, using his proceeds from the ranch sale to buy the fancy new car. The Marbles ran outside and piled in the Model T for their first-ever automobile journey, “up and down San Francisco’s high hills.” The family would joyride in that Tin Lizzie throughout the first half of the year.

			But the fun came to an end in the late summer of 1919. Mel and Harry were in the car when it crashed, and Harry in particular was severely injured. His shoulder was broken and his back “crushed,” in Alice’s words. Carefully he was brought back to the house, where he lay for long nights in the bedroom, unseen by anyone except Jessie. At length, a doctor came and pronounced his life out of danger and recovery in progress. Jessie was so happy she gave Alice thirty-five cents to run and buy a chocolate cake to celebrate.

			The celebration was premature. The girls went to school at Columbus Elementary, just down Twelfth Avenue. One morning, even as Harry lay prostrate and broken in bed, Alice was called to the principal’s office. Hazel sat there, a ghastly facial color offsetting her striking eyes. She was diagnosed with pneumonia and was “dangerously ill,” in the doctor’s words. Now there were two critical patients in the Marble house.

			At some point in late 1919, Harry also contracted a form of pneumonia known as bronchopneumonia—rather than the lungs filling with liquid, the tissue gets inflamed, constricting the airways and making breathing increasingly difficult. He was already weak from the aftereffects of the automobiling (as driving was referred to at the time) wreck, and it is quite probable the ultimate culprit was the Spanish influenza pandemic that scythed across the globe, killing between fifty and one hundred million worldwide between 1918 and 1920. As the National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases reported in 2008, “The majority of deaths . . . were not caused by the influenza virus acting alone. Instead, most victims succumbed to bacterial pneumonia following influenza virus infection. The pneumonia was caused when bacteria that normally inhabit the nose and throat invaded the lungs along a pathway created when the virus destroyed the cells that line the bronchial tubes and lungs.”

			San Francisco had become the “City of Masks” in 1918, when nearly thirty thousand cases of influenza were reported and many thousands of deaths (“Obey the laws and wear the gauze!” went a popular rhyme amid the misery). This “next wave” of Spanish flu in 1919 was less severe, but newcomers to the city, like immigrants and a certain family used to the mountain air, were particularly vulnerable.

			His body mangled, his once-strong physique racked by a lifetime of hard work, Harry Marble was even more susceptible than his children. And not long after his lungs began to tighten, his fight gave out. Dr. Ralph Rabinowitz of the University of California Hospital treated him at home, beginning on December 29 and for the next three days, but there was nothing he could do. Harry was just short of fifty-three years and eight months when he passed.

			In Courting Danger, Alice wrote that her father died on Christmas Eve and that “the holiday ever after held bad memories for me.” Decades earlier, she wrote the same thing, and that the “only reason I knew that something terrible had happened was that there were no presents, no tree and no Christmas carols.”

			That may have been the case, that the family hadn’t celebrated due to Harry’s illness. I found Harry’s death certificate, however, and a notice in the San Francisco Chronicle that showed he actually held on for another week, passing away in the third hour of the new decade, on New Year’s Day, 1920. His daughter Alice was just six years old.

			

			•  •  •

			There was a funeral on the third at Gray’s funeral home on Geary Boulevard at Divisadero, and Harry was cremated and interred at Cypress Lawn in South San Francisco. For a man of the mountains and the forests, it was a very urban death.

			All the boys in the family got sick, too, as well as Uncle Mel, though everyone managed to pull through. Mel returned to the Sierra Valley, where he spent several weeks convalescing at the ranch of friends. “Recently arrived here from the lower country,” reported the Feather River Bulletin, “[Marble] finds his health much improved since returning to the valley.” Only Alice and Jessie remained healthy through that holiday season.

			In February Jessie wrote a friend back in Beckwith, Mrs. A. J. Long, a letter saying that the family was “recovered from their illness,” referring to Hazel, and it was true—the girl was out of danger, sparing the Marbles any further mourning. But there was no recovering from Harry’s absence. There was little money left, as Harry had no insurance and the move had mostly wiped out profits from the sale of the ranch.

			The family settled into what one account referred to as a “genteel poverty.” Alice wrote that the house was only “partially paid for” when Harry died, indicating ownership, though records I found at city hall listed the property as a rental. Either way, it was a struggle to keep the family sheltered. Jessie took a cleaning job that had her out of the house well before dawn, in order to return in time to get the kids ready for school.

			Jessie’s family helped as it could. Her brother-in-law, Dr. Gere, had died two years earlier, and her sister Jo contributed when possible but wasn’t in a position to do much more. Of greater help was Jessie’s older brother, Arthur Wood. “Uncle Woodie,” as he insisted the Marble children call him, was a tall bachelor with a large nose, and he held an iconic job—brakeman on one of the city’s most enduring symbols, the cable car that hauls tourists and residents up and down the steep, scenic avenue of California Street. Woodie’s assistance was monetary, though he wasn’t a rich man, but, even more important, corporeal. He moved into the house on Twelfth Avenue and became a surrogate father to the kids, teaching them baseball, doling out change for chores, and even enlisting Alice to help him handicap horses. She didn’t much help his losing ways, though one time she picked out a horse that returned sixty-seven dollars on a two-dollar bet, which kept the family in groceries for a fortnight.

			He also got Alice a pair of roller skates, and along with her new neighborhood friend, a boy named Billy, she skated everywhere, even up and down the steep slopes of Twelfth Avenue.

			One summer evening in 1920, Alice relates in Courting Danger, the two pals were skating near streetcar tracks before heading home. Alice skipped over the tracks; Billy tripped. Suddenly, he was under the front fender of a speeding streetcar. “Looking back, I saw Billy stumble on the tracks and fall screaming under the trolley wheels. It is a memory I will take to the grave.”

			For the second time in less than a year, she wrote, six-year-old Alice was forced to go to a funeral. She would never go to another.

			Trolley fatalities were once so common as to be taken for granted in big cities, and the new scourge of automobiling only made the streets more dangerous, so it isn’t altogether surprising that this particular accident doesn’t seem to have been mentioned in the San Francisco press. Other streetcar-meets-child incidents in 1920 were, however—I found several reports of such deaths. In March, a four-year-old boy named William “Billy” Marshall was killed by a streetcar in the Mission District in similar fashion—dashing in front of a trolley before the startled brakeman could stop. Another boy of the same age went down in May. A sixteen-year-old boy was killed the day after Thanksgiving, nearly cut in two on Market and Eighth. And so on.

			Alice doesn’t mention this supposedly traumatizing accident in The Road to Wimbledon, though it was written much closer to the event. Reasons for this abound, surely. Of course, the fact that a different boy named Billy was killed under similar circumstances shortly before Alice’s friend also brings questions as to whether she absorbed someone else’s story to augment her own.

			Like the fog that rolled in off the bay, the mists of truth and deception were beginning to swirl around Alice and her account of her life.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			The Natural

			The Marble kids ran amok, exploring the endless enjoyment of the urban jungle and the genuine wild side the city offered them. Today, the area retains a quirky element, with a riot of colors marking the row houses and funkily shaped semidetached homes, though I noted sadly that even the smallest and most ramshackle of them are million-dollar listings. But the beach itself remains unchanged from when the Marbles would light bonfires and fly kites, the powerful wind whipping sand across the open space between the crashing surf and shifting dunes, much as it has for centuries on end. When Alice walked west past Twentieth Avenue, all traces of the city vanished, leaving a seaside paradise that was mostly left for the entertainment of neighborhood kids (recreational swimming and sunbathing weren’t anything close to their modern popularity, and the water here was as icy and rough as it remains today). Alice and her friends played French Foreign Legion, pretending the sand dunes were a desert battlefield, or hunted for the myriad treasures that washed ashore with the current from frequent wrecks out over the horizon (like the wreck of the King Philip, which slammed ashore and broke up on Ocean Beach in 1878 and reveals itself to beachcombers at Noriega Street on occasional low tides to this day).

			Being a young child in the mountains had been special, but Alice’s formative years were spent in this more dynamic environment. Just going about her daily existence in such an unusual and gorgeous place was exhilarating. Always there was the “constant surprise of panoramas laid in cunning traps to jolt [one] out of a growing feeling of familiarity,” as a contemporary travel writer put it. “The prospect may be a commonplace vista of wooden-bay windowed houses but turn a corner and presto!—beyond a low wall that guards you from tumbling thirty feet onto somebody’s roof is spread a fifty-mile sweep of bay, mountains, forests, cities, two thirds round the compass dial!” Alice got such a view every day, and yet it never grew old.

			One favorite activity was the Sunday family hike. The older boys, Dan and George, had to drop out of school to take jobs laying floor to help support the family. The gig required a hard physique but also a certain craftsmanship. With Uncle Woodie working nights, often until 1 A.M. (if the kids could get out of the house without waking him for a week, he would slip them a nickel), Sunday was the lone free day for the entire family.

			Alice would rise at five to help cook a monster breakfast for everyone on “our big black coal stove.” Fortified, the Marbles would set off down the hill. A streetcar would get them to the Ferry Building, where they would catch a boat across the bay. On the other side they boarded a train for the short ride to what was then a small-town stop called Mill Valley (now, like all of Marin County, a packed, wealthy enclave).

			From Mill Valley they set off on foot for the shore, nearly eight miles over the hilly, rolling terrain below Mount Tamalpais. If they took a slightly more southern route, they would tromp through the soaring redwood trees in what is now the Muir Woods National Monument. They would arrive at last at Stinson Beach, where they put on swimming costumes and plunged into the frigid Pacific waters. Afterward there was beach baseball and a picnic lunch. At about four o’clock, they would head back, singing songs and sometimes stopping for chicken and apple pie at the home of one of Dan’s friends in Mill Valley. Alice would inevitably doze off on the long journey home, and that last leg of the marathon, up the hill from the streetcar to the house, must have been torture for exhausted bodies, but Alice would remember those Sundays with great fondness.

			Jessie was well-known in the neighborhood for being the “fun mom,” always with a treat for the kids and their friends and forever going outside to play kick the can, tag, and baseball with the children. Life for the widow Marble was very difficult—a deferred dream, single motherhood, low wages, and the backbreaking work to keep the household running—but she remained enthusiastic and loving, at least around her kids.

			For all the outdoor fun the city provided, it was organized sports that captured the fancy of the young Alice Marble. She was immediately good at a wide variety of them: a natural shooter in basketball, swift and strong enough to take over football games, and, more than anything, a stalwart at baseball. Uncle Woodie had taught her the fundamentals, and Dan and George coached her up, to the point she could honestly say she was “as good as the boys.”

			She played most often with her younger brother, Tim, the two forming a family battery, with Alice pitching and Tim catching. She broke her thumb “a thousand times,” which she said would affect her backhand the rest of her life. They played mostly in Golden Gate Park, on its tightly packed fields, of which Sports Illustrated would note, “Playing shortstop in one field, you always had the left fielder from another ball game nearby for conversation.”

			Much of that conversation would be about San Francisco’s favorite team, one that would soon take Alice as one of their own.

			

			•  •  •

			On July 11, 1927, Lou Gehrig of the New York Yankees walloped his twenty-ninth home run of the season in Detroit, pulling into a tie for the league lead with his teammate and fellow assassin on Murderers’ Row, the “Sultan of Swat,” Babe Ruth. It was a home run race that would captivate the country, culminating in the Bambino setting his fabled record of sixty dingers come September.

			A couple of thousand miles west, major league baseball was still three decades away. But the sport still ruled the California consciousness. And on July 11, 1927, San Francisco baseball fans were introduced to thirteen-year-old Alice Marble, the “Little Queen of Swat.”

			Prior to the Giants and Dodgers leaving New York for California, the biggest thing going out west was the Pacific Coast League, a top minor league where they claimed to play a brand of ball every bit as good as the major leaguers back east.

			In Northern California the San Francisco Seals were the local hardball stars. They played games at Recreation Park, more widely known as “the Rec,” or “Big Rec,” in the Mission District at Fifteenth and Valencia, about three miles east of Alice’s house. It held 16,500 at capacity and wasn’t a particularly comfortable place to take in a game, even by the standards of the time. The bleachers consisted of warped lumber, and chicken wire surrounded the field. But unlike future baseball parks built on San Francisco Bay, the Rec at least had the advantage of being warm and relatively windless.

			It could be a rough place to watch a game. Baseball drew a rowdy crowd in the twenties, especially in a working-class, immigrant-heavy place like San Francisco. Although the Mission was at the time heavily Irish, Italian fans often were in the majority in the park, first attracted by the dead-ball-era star Francesco Stephano Pezzolo, aka Ping Bodie, who was honored with a special day in August 1927. Women were sparse, allowed in but put off by the drunken barbarism that permeated the crowd. The eight rows that wrapped around home plate and up the baselines were pews extremely close to the field. Before Prohibition became the law of the land, this section was known as the “Booze Cage,” as the seventy-five-cent ticket included a shot of whiskey or two bottles of beer. Alice’s move to the city coincided with dry laws enacted nationwide, but as in so many places, Prohibition was roundly ignored at Rec Park. Fans were given whiskey in soda bottles or simply brought their own bootleg spirits past uncaring ushers. The Booze Cage was an unruly place, with sloshed fans insulting the players and squirting beverages at them through the chicken wire. Usually, but hardly always, their targets were opposing players.

			The upper grandstand over first base was reserved for gambling, and fans there wagered on virtually every pitch. Legendary Bay Area gamblers of the period, including “Tomato Face” Harry Cook and Joe Bernstein, the “silver fox of Turk Street,” considered this section their summer office. High above, fans unable to get tickets beat the system by watching from rooftops and balconies up and down Valencia and Fourteenth Streets.

			For all the vice on hand, Rec Park was a kid’s paradise. A quarter got them inside (in 1927 it was $1.25 for adults), except on Fridays, when admission was free. Local schools regularly reported dips in attendance on Fridays as a result. Kids had an open invitation to shag flies during batting practice, and as a result almost all remembered to bring their gloves to the park. The right-field porch was seemingly right on top of home plate, just 235 feet down the line, a dimension directly attributable to the way the field was jammed into the city block. To reduce the number of easy homers, there was a fifty-foot-high screen towering above the right-field wall. A clot of excited kids always gathered there and vied for balls that rebounded off the screen. In center field, an enormous cutout of a bull sat next to the clubhouse. Any player hitting it would receive fifty dollars from the Bull Durham tobacco company. Close by there was a hole in the field where a gas meter was buried. Any ball that rolled into the hole was ruled a home run.

			By age thirteen Alice had become quite the sandlot legend. She pitched against much older boys in the “abalone league,” the local moniker for neighborhood games, and held her own at the plate. Her favorite catcher was still her younger brother Tim, a good player in his own right who would go on to have a brief minor league career.

			“We had a special routine,” Alice remembered. “First I practiced my fastballs and curves while Tim caught, then in Tim’s turn we stood twenty feet apart while I bunted balls for Tim in fielding because he wanted to become a shortstop.”

			One time, her fastballs got the best of her little bro. Tim was expecting a curve but got Alice’s heater instead—right in the face, in fact. So hard was Alice’s throw that the cheap chicken-wire mask Tim wore was smashed and twisted, bent around his face to the point the siblings had to go to a nearby hardware store so a clerk could file it off.

			Like most local kids, Alice was a great fan of the Seals. Woodie had taken her to a game that whet her interest, and soon she and Tim were regulars in the bleachers, playing catch with one another before first pitch. She said she earned the money for transport and tickets by stocking shelves for the local grocer, a gig that paid up to “a dollar a day.”

			On this fateful July afternoon, she and Tim were tossing the ball as usual when a shout came from the field. “Say, boy, how’d you like to climb down and play with us?” Alice realized with a start that it was a Seal inviting her down. The fence was hiding her skirt, and her hair was shorn short, so the gender mistake was understandable, though she claimed to be “indignant.” But not too peeved that she didn’t race right on down and toss the ball with the pros.

			Soon, Frank “Lefty” O’Doul, the Seals’ star outfielder and in time a legendary Bay Area figure thanks to his outgoing personality and popular restaurant, joined the fun. He asked Alice to shag some flies with him, and her natural ability and grace in the field raised his brow. He presented her with some balls to toss to her pals in the stands and brought her over to the dugout to meet the team. “Hey, fellas,” he yelled, “meet Alice Marble, a girl who’s got a better arm than most of you jokers!”

			The Seals’ manager, Nick Williams, had seen Alice’s deft glove and powered throws and was likewise impressed. He invited her to warm up with the team when the Seals were at home on the weekends. In time, she became the team mascot, known across the city as the hard-throwing, slick-fielding girl lucky enough to get close to the ballplayers.

			As it happened, someone else was watching the Seals embrace the young girl, a reporter from the San Francisco Examiner with a moniker perfect for horsehide—Curley Grieve. He tracked Alice to her house on Twelfth Avenue and came by for an interview. After asking a bunch of questions, he prevailed upon Alice to come downtown the following day for some pictures.

			She wore a “middy blouse” and a long skirt to the Hearst Building on Third and Market Streets, and Grieve took her up to the roof for a photo session. Sure enough, a pair of prints ran in the sports pages the following day, July 27, 1927. One photo depicted Alice in action, lunging like a first baseman to snag a high throw.

			The copy read, in part,

			
				PRESENTING ALICE MARBLE, 13-year-old diamond star who works out at Recreation Park with the Coast League baseballers. . . . Then a long fly comes whizzing toward the bleacher fence. Now Alice Marble enters upon the scene. Here she comes with graceful strides, her back to the ball. A few feet from the fence Alice wheels about, her judgment has been perfect, and “thunk” the ball is imbedded in her mitt. Then a lusty heave toward home, truly remarkable for a girl of 13, and Alice stands aside while her out fielding compatriot, who gets paid for his efforts, takes in the next fly. . . . With the field all set for action, Alice strides over to the sidelines, dons her sweater, climbs over the fence (there is a gate nearby), takes a seat in the bleachers and becomes just one of the great family of American fans.

			

			The article went on to praise her pitching prowess on local diamonds. “‘She’s got a fast one and a mean curve,’ say some of the young swatsmiths who have faced her when she was on the mound at Golden Gate Park. . . . In her little heart [Alice] probably believes that she could go out there on the mound at Recreation Park and bend a few over the outside corner that some of the Coast Leaguers couldn’t hit with an armful of shovels.”

			For all the plaudits, the piece ended on a sour note. “Miss Alice wears a ‘Frank O’Doul Club’ button on her sweater, but she says that Snead Jolley [sic—his name was Smead] is her favorite player. Unfaithful woman!”

			“I carried the clipping in my pocket until it was barely legible,” Alice recalled with a smile.

			Alice was a lifelong baseball fan and became a massive Yankees supporter, which makes sense given the number of future pin-striped greats from San Francisco who got their start playing for the Seals—Frank Crosetti, Tony Lazzeri, and of course the great Joe DiMaggio among them. DiMag, fourteen months younger than Alice, ironically was too busy playing tennis to be much into baseball as a youth, but years later he told writer Ralph Hickok, author of A Who’s Who of Sports Champions, that he remembered Alice patrolling the Seals outfield, saying, “She had a pretty good arm.”

			Along with the rest of America, Alice idolized Babe Ruth. As the author of a book about the Babe and his first championship in New York, I was particularly enthralled by a story she told later in life, in her second memoir. Alice wrote in Courting Danger that when the man himself came to Rec Park to judge a pregame baseball-throwing contest, one of the roughly twenty female participants didn’t show up, so the Seals’ favorite mascot herself was plucked from the stands to hurl the pill for distance. As she warmed up in center field, the immortal Babe strolled over. “Kid,” he growled, “throw it higher.”

			This went against what Uncle Woodie had taught her. Outfield throws were designed to come in on a hop so they could be fielded and a tag applied in one swoop. But who was she to quibble with the Sultan of Swat?

			So Alice threw it high, and her heave carried it all the way into the stands behind home plate, winning the contest.

			This amazing event, and the Bambino’s role in it, wasn’t mentioned in Alice’s 1946 memoir, The Road to Wimbledon, which was published while Ruth was still alive. As it turns out, it doesn’t seem to have happened at all. Alice stated in her 1991 memoir that the Babe was in San Francisco on “his way to the Orient.” Presumably she is referring to Ruth’s participation in a major league tour of Japan, a well-known saga that actually didn’t happen until 1934, by which time Alice was in Southern California and a full-timer at tennis. Also, Ruth and the other major leaguers did not stop in California en route to Japan, instead leaving from Vancouver (one of the other players on the tour was Moe Berg, whose story mixing sports and unprovable espionage mirrors that of Alice). Ruth did indeed barnstorm in California in 1927, but after the baseball season, naturally, as he was rather busy that summer swatting sixty homers and leading the Yankees to a World Series sweep of the Pirates. There is no mention in any of the very detailed reportage covering the Babe’s appearances in the Bay Area in October 1927 (he played games against a team starring his Yankee teammate and frenemy, Lou Gehrig) about any baseball-throwing contests, or of Alice Marble.

			Not content
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