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 For everyone who has ever lost— and then learned to win.



 Introduction

THERE ARE SOME THINGS ABOUT our lives that we can’t control. While growing up, none of us is in control of where we live or under what conditions, or who our parents are or what our family is like. In fact, the differences between us are what make each of us distinct individuals.

Some people grow up in nice neighborhoods but feel neglected and ignored. Others might grow up in poverty and be surrounded by love and support. Some children might be raised by wonderful parents who work too hard to pay attention to their children, or by single parents who do a terrific job. And some might be raised by people who have trouble with drugs or alcohol or who are ill and cannot care for them. Everyone’s circumstances are different.

Those circumstances can sometimes make life hard for a young person, but it doesn’t need to be that way forever. The best part about growing up is that as we do, each of us can take control of his or her own life. No matter how difficult a person’s upbringing might be, it is still possible to live a productive life. By finding something you love to do and working hard at it, it is possible to overcome all sorts of difficulties.

The players profiled in this book were able to use baseball to help them overcome neglect, poverty, drug and alcohol abuse, and even mental illness. Babe Ruth was neglected by his parents, refused to go to school, and was sent away. Jimmy Piersall suffered from mental illness. Ron LeFlore grew up using drugs and stealing, and he spent time in prison. Joe Torre was terrorized by his father. Torii Hunter grew up poor, surrounded by gangs, with a father who was addicted to drugs.

Yet these men all managed to find a way out of their circumstances, to get help, and, through baseball, a game they loved, to turn their lives around. Despite the difficulty of their childhoods, each still managed to have a wonderful career and a productive, positive life.

Each of us who finds something we love to do and works hard at it can do the same. You might not make it to the major leagues, but you can still be happy and successful.

That’s part of being a Good Sport.
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Babe Ruth


NEARLY ONE HUNDRED YEARS AFTER Babe Ruth first played in the major leagues, he is still considered one of the best players in the history of baseball. After starring as a pitcher for the Boston Red Sox, and as a slugging outfielder for the New York Yankees, Ruth changed the game forever. He became baseball’s first great home run hitter, thrilling fans with his long, dramatic home runs and leading the Yankees to four World Series titles. At one time he held the record not only for the most home runs in one season, sixty, but for the most home runs in his career, 714.

But Babe Ruth was more than just a great player. He also became one of the most beloved athletes of all time. He played the game with the joy and exuberance of a child and sometimes acted like an overgrown boy. Kids loved his big laugh, his big smile, and his big stomach. He never seemed happier than when he was surrounded by a bunch of children clamoring for his autograph.

Yet when Babe Ruth was growing up in Baltimore, Maryland, no one would ever have imagined that he would be great at anything or beloved by anyone other than a member of his own family. Ruth himself once wrote, “I was a bad kid.” Yet despite growing up in circumstances that would have crushed the spirit of most children, he discovered that the game he loved could help turn his life around. Baseball helped save him.

Babe Ruth was born George Herman Ruth Jr. on February 6, 1895, the first child of George and Kate Ruth. His friends and family called him Little George to distinguish him from his father, who was called Big George. The Ruths had seven more children, but only one, Babe’s sister Mary, survived infancy. For most of Babe’s childhood his mother was ill and confined to bed.

Big George worked hard, but he rarely had much money. As a young man, he tried his hand at a number of different professions, but when Little George was six years old, Big George opened a restaurant and bar in Baltimore. The family lived above the saloon in a small apartment.

It was hardly the way for a young boy to grow up. His father worked at the saloon from early in the morning until late at night, when barroom brawls sometimes spilled into the street. After his sister Mary was born, George’s mother had her hands full taking care of an infant, and she had little time for George, who grew up with very little supervision. He was often left to roam the neighborhood in the company of other boys.

Although George and his young friends spent some of their time playing games such as baseball and football, the neighborhood around the waterfront offered plenty of opportunities for adventure and mischief. The wharves were always an attraction for the boys. There were boats loading and unloading supplies, and there were sailors from all over the world.

It didn’t take long for George and the other boys to get into trouble. They banded together for protection from older kids. They were all poor, and they stole from food stands and grocery stores and committed small acts of vandalism. Neighborhood shopkeepers kept an eye out for George and his friends and chased them through the streets when they believed they had stolen something.

When George stayed home, he usually spent his time hanging around at his father’s saloon. While still a very young boy he picked up some bad habits, such as chewing tobacco, smoking, using bad language, and drinking. Neighbors complained to the police about the amount of time Little George was spending in the saloon. They told the police, “It’s no place for him.”

One time when George was in the saloon, he saw his father leave the cash drawer unattended. He waited until no one was looking, then reached in and stole a dollar—a great deal of money at a time when most people were lucky to earn fifteen dollars a week. Then he dashed out of the saloon and met up with his friends. He shared his wealth by buying ice cream for everybody.

Unfortunately for George, his father soon discovered that the cash drawer was a dollar short, and he heard that George had been seen eating ice cream. When George came back to the saloon, his father confronted him. The boy confessed, and his father grabbed him by the collar and marched him down to the cellar beneath the saloon, where he beat him with a horse whip.

The punishment didn’t change George’s behavior. He was angry with his father over the whipping and became even more defiant, stealing from the drawer whenever he had the chance.

George should have been in school every day, and each morning after he woke up and got dressed, that’s where he was supposed to go. But his parents couldn’t walk him to school, so as soon as he was out of sight, he headed in the opposite direction. Instead of learning to read and write, he was learning how to become a criminal.

George’s parents cared about him, but they just didn’t know how to care for him. Yet they knew that if he remained on the street all day, he would never learn, and without an education he would never amount to anything. They had both seen young boys turn to a life of crime and end up in jail or killed. Neither wanted that life for their son.

The Ruths knew they had to do something before it was too late for George to turn his life around. They went to a local justice of the peace and had their son judged “incorrigible” and “out of control of his parents.” Then they managed to get George committed to the St. Mary’s Industrial School for Boys.

St. Mary’s was operated by the Catholic Church for orphans, juvenile delinquents, and boys who were simply poor and neglected. The school was staffed by priests, known as Xavierian Brothers, who wore long, flowing robes. The goal of the school was to provide an education for young boys, give them religious instruction, and offer job training so that when they became young men, they would become productive members of society. More than eight hundred students between the ages of six and twenty-one stayed at the school.

On the morning of June 13, 1902, George and his father boarded a trolley car together. George had no idea where he was going, but when they got off the trolley, he looked in wonder at the massive granite building. St. Mary’s main building was nearly five hundred feet long and several stories tall, and it had an enormous tower in the center. When George stepped through the front door for the first time, he was terrified. His father explained to him that he would be leaving him behind. George thought he was a tough kid, but when his father left, he began to cry. He was seven years old.

Although he did not know it then, that was the most important day of his life. Had he not attended St. Mary’s, George Ruth never would have become Babe Ruth. Although he occasionally tried to see if he could make it back home with his parents, he never left St. Mary’s for long
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