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    Dedication

For Emma

Here’s Looking at You, Kid





Epigraph

Give me the child for the first seven years and

I’ll give you the man.

—Jesuit maxim

Babe Ruth is the king of kings, the ace of aces,

the what of what-not.

—Lima News (Ohio)

Babe Ruth is as much a part of the daily life and

thought of this nation as the milkman, pay day,

Prohibition, the Bible and evolution.

—New York Evening Post
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Introduction

Twenty-five years ago, when I took my son to visit the Babe Ruth Birthplace and Museum in Baltimore, I was already trying to decide how to write about the Babe. Nick was seven years old, George Herman Ruth Jr.’s age when his parents sent him away to live at St. Mary’s Industrial School for Orphans, Delinquent, Incorrigible, and Wayward Boys on the western edge of the city.

The minimalist, redbrick row house at 216 Emory Street where he was born on February 6, 1895, was the home of his maternal grandparents. Just twelve feet wide, sixty feet deep, and three squat stories high, it had four fireplaces but no running water or indoor plumbing, no gas or electricity.

Four adjoining row houses, the only homes fronting on the two-block side street, shared a pump located in the alley that ran behind them. Runoff collected in the center of the banked cobblestone street. There were no sewers.

The house, built in 1880, was situated in a working-class neighborhood with a grand name, Ridgely’s Delight, which dated back to the mid-seventeenth-century plantation built by Colonel Charles Ridgely. By the late 1800s, the plantation was gone, and the area on the southwest cusp of downtown Baltimore was heavily industrial. The lightning rod shop operated by George Ruth Sr.’s father was just around the corner.

Museum curators had carefully appointed the dollhouse-size bedroom in which George Jr. came into the world in period antiques. Angels perched on the whitewashed mantel above an impossibly small wooden cradle. A marble washstand with a pink-and-white porcelain basin and pitcher, lace curtains, and brass wall sconces on either side of a double bed with an ornate mahogany headboard filled out the room, set off from the public by velvet ropes and stanchions—reminiscent of a presidential birthplace.

Katie Ruth told her son that he was born on February 7, 1894, which was untrue. Odd that she should have gotten the year wrong, arriving as he did in the middle of the February Freeze of ’95, when it seemed hell might just freeze over, as had the Baltimore harbor.

The bollixed birth date wasn’t the only incongruity I took away from our visit to the museum. There was something unsettling about the whole tableau, at odds with the well-worn tropes about Ruth’s impoverished beginnings and guttersnipe childhood on the Baltimore waterfront.

It would take the better part of twenty-five years for me to put my finger on the precise nature of the disconnect: the myths and misconceptions about Babe Ruth begin at his birthplace. Only the dimensions of the familial still life and the outsized man Ruth became were incontrovertible. Everything else was conjecture.

Something different was bothering my son. He lingered at the threshold far longer than boys that age linger anywhere, trying to reconcile the life-size image of the Babe that greeted us at the museum entrance with the petite set piece of family life on the border of Victorian Pigtown.

Finally, he said, “Babe Ruth fit in here?”

His confusion was understandable. The Babe is a priori: too big ever to have been that small. No one thinks of him as Little George, his nickname in the family that banished him in June 1902. In part, that’s a function of the sheer size of the man he grew to be, six foot two and 215 pounds when he was in trim and made everyone else in uniform look like the boys who now play in youth leagues named for him. In part, it is because so little is known about the boyhood of the man Casey Stengel called “the big feller.” And in part, it is an expression of the huge place he still occupies in the American imagination.

Jim Murray, the late Pulitzer Prize–winning sports columnist for the Los Angeles Times, defined that place in an introduction to a 1991 children’s book, Babe Ruth:

“A star is not something that flashes through the sky. That’s a comet. Or a meteor. A star is something you can steer ships by. It stays in place and gives off a steady glow; it is fixed, permanent.”

More than a century after his major-league debut, and seventy years after his death, Babe Ruth remains the lodestar of American fame. And that star has not diminished.

Curator Greg Schwalenberg rewarded my son’s patience with a visit to the storage closet that then housed the museum’s archives. The metal shelves were stocked with Cal Ripken bobbleheads, expired packs of baseball cards, and a cascade of bats thrown together on wire and steel shelving. “Here, try this,” Schwalenberg said, extricating a hunk of swarthy, tapered ash from the heap of bats that fell against each other with the echo of falling timber in the small, enclosed space.

Dinged and gouged, rubbed and boned, with black, oblong splotches where baseballs had left their mark, the 35-inch-long and 38-ounce bat spoke to effort, ambition, history, and idiosyncrasy. Just as Nick got the thing balanced over his shoulder and assumed his stance, Schwalenberg said, “That’s one of the bats the Babe used in 1927.”

Nick struggled manfully to maintain his composure and his equilibrium, staggering under the weight of the moment. As soon as he got himself right, Schwalenberg exchanged Babe’s bat for a more manageable Cal Ripken model, a practical maneuver intended to protect the museum’s most precious asset and ensure a teachable moment.

“You should see the major leaguers who come here,” longtime museum director Mike Gibbons told me later. “They have the same reaction.”

Chris Davis, the Baltimore Orioles first baseman, for one. He arrived in a sports coat and tie with a solemn expression for his meeting with Babe’s bat. Like Nick, he noticed the slim taper of the wood—more like a fungo bat than today’s balloon-headed lumber—and that it was weighted so differently than bats used today. And the seven razor-thin slashes Babe had made in the shaft, spaced at irregular intervals—the first is 23/4 inches from the knob, then 3, 23/4, 31/2, 31/8, 63/4, 41/2 inches apart—cutting across the grain, the way Ruth cut across convention.

“Women, hot dogs, or home runs,” Gibbons speculated.

“I would go with the latter,” said Davis, a God-fearing man.

Davis also noticed an odd bow in the ash, a gentle curve of the sort a tree might acquire after too many hard winters in the wind. “It’s hard to believe a bat would bend over time just from swinging it,” Davis said, “but with him you never know.”

On Friday, June 13, 2014, the National Baseball Hall of Fame and Museum in Cooperstown celebrated the hundredth anniversary of Babe Ruth’s major-league debut by unveiling its first new Babe Ruth exhibit in three decades. It was designed by senior curator Tom Shieber as a scrapbook journey through Ruth’s life and as an historical corrective, baseball’s first institutional attempt to bring human dimension to the Big Fella, a decision symbolized by the life-size mannequin stationed at the entrance. Only its calves are larger than life: a necessity mandated by stabilizing brass rods within its pinstriped uniform.

Attendance at the ribbon cutting was sparse: two Hall of Famers; one Babe Ruth impersonator, who grumped that “Babe Ruth had to pay to get into his hall today”; one very pregnant great-granddaughter representing the Ruth family; and one flustered docent, who told a group of fifth graders from Albany, New York, how lucky they were to be there visiting the Babe on opening day.

“Can anybody tell me what Babe Ruth was known for?”

“He made thousands of pitches,” one little boy said.

“I don’t know if he pitched,” she corrected in her best schoolmarm voice. “Anybody know how many home runs he hit?”

“Seven hundred and fourteen!” chimed a chorus of certainty.

“Yes!” she said, clearly relieved at the unanimity of response. “He held the record until, until—it’s not coming to me right now—until someone else broke it.”

When I was their age, Ruth’s shiny red metal locker, donated to the Hall of Fame in 1949—where he had dressed and undressed for fourteen major-league seasons, exchanging silk shirts for Yankee pinstripes—stood alone, as he did, its doors flung open wide in welcome. The silver crown fashioned for him after he hit fifty-nine home runs in 1921, and studded with fifty-nine silver baseballs, perched atop the locker, almost grazing the ceiling.

He was the tops.

In the Babe’s new digs upstairs on the second floor, his locker functions as a display case, its doors with his name and number stenciled in white, subsumed in museum cabinetry. Inside: his 1932 jersey; a 1923 bat he gave to New York governor Al Smith; a loving cup from students in Philadelphia; and Nat Fein’s Pulitzer Prize–winning photograph taken on June 13, 1948, after he posed before that locker for the last time.

The archival clutter leaves no room to imagine him lighting up a stogie, putting on white duck pants for a night on the town, ignoring a stack of mail with checks that would go uncashed. No room to imagine what it was like to be Babe Ruth—to be with Babe Ruth—when he was young and full and powerful and so incandescent he lit up the world.

The 180-square-foot gallery, with its black ceilings and dim museum lighting, feels just too claustrophobic for the Babe, containing him behind glass in a way he could never be contained in life. He needs fresh air, and running room, great green expanses of outfield grass where he could track down hard-hit balls and inhale deeply the helium-like giddiness of being him.

By the fall of 1927, Babe Ruth had completely reshaped the game of baseball, bending it to his will. Little ball and the shortsighted micromanagement of his outsized talent and personality were things of the past.

Subtlety was banished. Clout was all.

Ruth had taught America to think big—expect big.

“Watch my dust,” the Babe said.

He kicked up a whole lot of it in 1927, rounding the bases sixty times, while breaking his 1921 home-run record.

This was a year of outsized events. In January, the Harlem Globetrotters debuted. In April, the Great Mississippi Flood caused over $400 million in damage, precipitating the great migration of southern blacks to northern cities.

In May, Charles Lindbergh crossed the Atlantic in the Spirit of St. Louis. An earthquake killed two hundred thousand people in China and the last of 15 million Tin Lizzies rolled off Henry Ford’s assembly line.

In June, the Cyclone roller coaster made its maiden run in Coney Island, a 110-second primal scream of ups, downs, and hairpin turns around tilted curves—which is one way to describe the decade—and Shipwreck Kelly spent twelve days on top of a flagpole in New Jersey.

In August, the execution of Sacco and Vanzetti, the Italian anarchists exonerated fifty-seven years later for a murder they always claimed they didn’t commit, briefly deflected attention from the Bustin’ Twins, Babe Ruth and Lou Gehrig, whose home-run binge was the talk not just of baseball but of headline writers across the nation. On September 14, Isadora Duncan’s scarf made news when it became entangled in the rear axle of a car, breaking her neck.

Then, in the breathless space of thirty days, Ruth hit his sixtieth home run, led the Yankees to a four-game sweep in the World Series, and completed a twenty-one-day victory lap of the country with Gehrig in tow, kicking up more dust in bandboxes across the American heartland.

It was the best month of his life.

This, I realized, twenty-five years after the fact, was the way to write about the Babe. I would re-create that month: round the bases with him in his jaunty Bustin’ Babes jersey; follow him to Western League Park in Omaha; fill in the empty scorecard from Firemen’s Park in Fresno, on display in a glass cabinet beside his jersey.

I wanted to be on the field when the stands emptied and marauding mobs waylaid him on the base paths, tackling, besieging, and occasionally holding him hostage to a new kind of love. I figured if I could do that, readers might forgive me for not documenting every pitch he threw, or home run he hit, or season he played in twenty-one years in the major leagues, which has been done admirably and thoroughly by previous biographers.

“C’mere,” a voice said.

Cal Ripken Jr. dragged me by the elbow across the room to a display case housing Ruth’s blue-and-black paisley Ebonite N29918 bowling ball. The Babe did a lot of bowling after he retired and baseball couldn’t find any use for him.

Bald, verging on stout, Cal Ripken bears little resemblance to the lithe Rookie of the Year I covered for the Washington Post in 1983. But his boyish enthusiasm and baby blues haven’t changed. Nose pressed against the glass, Cal expressed his ardent desire to put his fingers in Babe’s ball, which wasn’t as odd as it sounds.

This was a great athlete, the man who surpassed Lou Gehrig’s record for tenacity, wanting to get a grip on the greatness that was Babe Ruth. “I’d like to put my fingers in the holes. See how wide his hand is, how big the spread is.”

Growing up in Aberdeen, Maryland, the son of a baseball lifer, he had hefted a couple of Babe-size bats his dad, Cal Sr., had brought home for him to try. As the star and anchor of the Baltimore Orioles for twenty-one years, he, too, had had a chance to swing the bat Ruth’s family donated to the Birthplace and Museum. “How big was it? Only thirty-eight?” he said, shaking his head.

Cal was in Cooperstown to celebrate the Hall of Fame’s seventy-fifth anniversary and to celebrate the Babe. The foundation he created in his father’s name had contracted with Saint Agnes Hospital, across the road from St. Mary’s, to rehabilitate the baseball field where Ruth learned the game. Now he was fixated on the Babe’s sixteen-pound bowling ball with its custom-drilled holes and the tantalizing but elusive opportunity it offered to take the full measure of the man, to gauge the size and strength of his hands and the power they had unleashed.

In the interest of history, and with Tom Shieber’s aid, I arranged for Mark Rathbun of the Perfect Game Pro Shop in nearby Oneonta to measure Babe’s balls for Cal—the Ebonite ball on display and the homely black one in storage in the basement of the Hall of Fame.

How big was the spread of Babe’s hand?

The distance from the edge of his thumb hole to the middle-finger hole on his Ebonite ball is just shy of four inches; and the distance from the thumb to the pointer finger is just a quarter inch less than that. Plenty big for a big man, Rathbun said, but not unheard of.

It’s the diameter of those finger holes that made the bowling man quake and remeasure: Babe Ruth’s thumb was 13/32 inches wide at the knuckle. That’s the approximate width of an unshelled walnut.

Diagram that.

His fingers were huge, which explains, in part, his ability both to control a major-league baseball thrown from a distance of sixty feet, six inches, and to wallop one with a 54-ounce bat. In 1918 and 1919, his last two seasons with the Boston Red Sox, when he was making the transition from starting pitcher to everyday outfielder, he batted .312 with 40 home runs and 174 RBI and had a 2.55 ERA in just under 300 innings pitched.

“He was the original natural,” observed Mike Rizzo, general manager of the Washington Nationals. “He picked up a ball at St. Mary’s and became one of the best left-handed pitchers ever. Then he said, ‘Screw it, I’d rather hit,’ and became the best hitter ever.”

By any standard or metric, ancient or modern, Ruth remains the best, most remarkable player in baseball history. He is still ranked first in slugging percentage (.690), and is also first in the newer, chic modern metrics of on-base + slugging (OPS, 1.164) and wins above replacement (WAR, 182.5).

He exploded notions of the doable. He swung the heaviest bat, earned the most money, and incurred the biggest fines. He had altered the dimensions of the game, its architecture and equipment. And every ball hit over every fence altered baseball’s relationship with those seated behind it, a revolutionary change noted by Waldo Frank, writing under the nom de plume Searchlight, in the May 16, 1925, edition of the New Yorker: “The Babe’s home run is an effort on the part of the machine to connect with the crowd. When the ball reaches the bleachers, contact is established. The game and the watchers of the game for that instant have the ball in common.”

“He was a trailblazer,” Bill James has said. “A man who had the courage to escape the fictions and falsehoods that constrained other men’s talents and show them what could be done.”

He was synonymous with undiluted American power and unbridled appetite. Playing the role of the Babe in the 2014 New York production of Bronx Bombers, the actor C. J. Wilson literally gagged at the prospect of eating two cold hot dogs—with buns—at every performance, especially on matinee days.

He was a symbol of the new American obsession with mobility. John Kieran, a sports columnist for the New York Times, recalled one spring training when Ruth decided to motor north from camp and bought a car for the trip. “An hour later the garage at which he had bought the car received a telephone call,” Kieran wrote. “‘This is Babe Ruth. You know that car you sold me? Well, it’s off the road upside down in a culvert out there. It’s busted up plenty.’

“‘We’ll be right out to fix it, Mr. Ruth.’

“‘Fix nothing,’ Babe replied. ‘Send me another car.’”

He was a symbol of the power of self-invention. The dirty-faced street urchin of myth morphed into a man of style, even elegance, and underappreciated dignity. Call it the triumph of couth. He got regular manicures (buff, no polish) and never shaved his own face if he could help it, a gentleman’s prerogative.

But what made him “the complete American,” as the New York Herald Tribune would describe him in his obituary, was not that rags-to-riches mythology, but his restlessness and energy. Winking, swinging, mincing, sliding, he seemed always to be going somewhere, doing something, usually over the speed limit.

What is most striking about Ruth at this remove is how thoroughly modern he was, not just in the way he attacked a baseball, but also in the creation, manipulation, and exploitation of his public image at the precise moment in history when mass media was redefining what it meant to be public. He challenged the prevailing ethos that great athletes must pay for their success with asceticism. He challenged the salary structure of the sport, and the authority of the baseball commissioner to dictate where and how players made money in the off-season. He challenged the notion that stardom was the sole province of saints and movie stars. He challenged the autonomy of team owners by hiring Christy Walsh, the first sports agent, to promote and protect his interests.

Under Walsh’s management, Ruth became the first sports star to avail himself fully of the machinery of fame that roared to life as the Babe ascended the national stage.

He sought refuge in the blaze of notoriety, in the persona he created, in the diversions of a lavish and profligate public life; in the attentions of the famous, the infamous, the ballyhooed, the know-it-alls, and oh-so-many boys hungry for attention, who must have reminded him of himself.

Bad boy Ruth—that was me. Don’t get the idea that I’m proud of my harum-scarum youth. I’m not. I simply had a rotten start in life, and it took me a long time to get my bearings. Looking back to my youth, I honestly don’t think I knew the difference between right and wrong. I spent much of my early boyhood living over my father’s saloon, in Baltimore—and when I wasn’t living over it, I was in it, soaking up the atmosphere.

Like so many of the words attributed to him, the statement at the entrance to the exhibition, written as a farewell message to Catholic youth as he lay dying in Memorial Hospital in August 1948, was not his own. Below it hung the photo of Little George that my son, Nick, and I had seen in Baltimore all those years earlier. He still looked sad, his cumbrous eyebrows punctuating the glum set of his brow. But his being was so animated, his face so mobile, it was easy to miss its downcast mien. The Italian artist Paulo Garretto captured the look in a 1929 caricature for the New York World. With five strokes of his lithographer’s crayon—eyes, nose, mouth, cap—he evoked the sadness in Ruth’s bloated cartoon features.

The caricature, featured in a 2016 “One Life: Babe Ruth” exhibit at the National Portrait Gallery in Washington, D.C., was unique in that Garretto gave him no lower body, no underpinning. What some view as a portrait of buoyancy, I have come to see as a depiction of rootlessness and disconnection.

By the time Garretto’s drawing appeared on September 22, 1929, the received wisdom had congealed into hard fact, like the Babe’s thickening middle. “A big likeable kid,” the Sporting News said in 1922. “Well named, Babe.”

“The Babe is a boy—moody, clever, tangible, and human,” Waldo Frank noted in the New Yorker.

“A child of nature,” Red Smith eulogized.

Everyone agreed he never grew up. Never provided “a noble example for the youth of the nation,” Bill Veeck observed, “which is undoubtedly why the youth of the nation loved him.”

“Appealing and appalling,” the actress Teresa Wright concluded after meeting him on the set of The Pride of the Yankees in 1942.

Appealing.

The doting dad who collected his daughter Dot at her best friend’s apartment after school, settling his large self on a delicate, Duncan Phyfe–style side chair while helping himself to another handful of homemade chocolate chip cookies—and remembering to praise the lady of the house, who looked on in dismay as her most valuable possession teetered under his grateful bulk.

Appalling.

Steve Wulf, the longtime baseball writer and editor for Sports Illustrated and then ESPN the Magazine, was sitting at a picnic table in the Yankee locker room back in the eighties when the ancient clubhouse man, Pete Sheehy, hired in 1927, came and sat down across from him. “You knew the Babe, what was he really like?” Wulf asked. “He looked around to make sure nobody was really listening. He said, ‘He never flushed.’

“It was like a secret he’d been holding in for sixty years.”

So, when Wulf’s brother-in-law, a building contractor in Sudbury, Massachusetts, was hired to renovate Ruth’s former farmhouse, Home Plate Farm, and called offering the Babe’s bathtub or toilet as a souvenir, Wulf opted for the tub. “Of course, the bathtub was probably no better,” he said.

But no one asked, or succeeded in eliciting much from him, about the childhood they said he never outgrew. And he volunteered very little, even to his daughter Julia Ruth Stevens. Of his years at St. Mary’s, he told her only: “I never felt full.”

Little George is a spectral presence, when he is present at all, in the Ruth oeuvre and at the Birthplace and Museum, where shards from an untold family story are preserved behind glass. A copy of the misdated birth certificate that misspells his mother’s maiden name and omits the name of the newborn. A picture of baby George looking glum in a frilly collar. A photo taken at a family reunion with Little George in Katie’s lap, the only picture of mother and son. A hymnal found under floorboards at St. Mary’s.

If Mickey Mantle was the last boy to function under a set of rules that Babe Ruth created for athletic celebrities, then the Babe is a boy lost in his own life story. Without that boy, it is impossible to grasp the full dimensions of the man he became and the complex relationship between public and private, between the persona and the person, between “the Big Fella” and Little George. If I wanted to write about the Babe, I had to find a way to allow Little George to tell his story.

I had to hear his voice, not one scripted by Christy Walsh’s ghostwriters, or one running on an endless loop of newsreel clips in the Hall of Fame exhibit, but that of an authentic, unguarded, unimproved human being.

I found it downstairs in the Hall of Fame’s research library, in a dog-eared Xerox copy of a 1963 Sport magazine article by Jhan Robbins, stuffed among decades of unscanned Babe Ruth newspaper clippings. It figures that Ruth would allow himself to be heard by a fourteen-year-old boy reporter trying to play the part of a grown-up.

Ruth was in his last year with the Yankees when Robbins showed up for his interview on Saturday afternoon, June 25, 1934. Yankee owner Jacob Ruppert had personally approved the request from Jhan’s English teacher, who called him “a serious student of journalism.”

Ruth was standing in a pair of striped undershorts by his shiny red locker inhaling mouthfuls of peanuts and soda pop when Jhan arrived in the clubhouse. After taking a moment to regain his equilibrium, Jhan formulated his first question. “To what do you owe your success?”

Ruth laughed. “Good, clean living.”

Robbins recorded his answers faithfully on yellow copy paper that schoolkids used back then, and which would provide the basis for his story published on the fifteenth anniversary of Ruth’s last visit to the Stadium in June 1948.

They talked about Ruth’s prize bull terrier—Ruth said manager Joe McCarthy looked like one and made a point of telling the boy, “You can print that.” Everyone knew he hated McCarthy.

He said his greatest thrill in baseball was the 292/3 scoreless innings he’d pitched for the Red Sox in the World Series and a 587-foot home run he’d hit in spring training in Tampa, Florida, in 1919. He’d said those things plenty of times before.

He talked about his childhood, trotting out familiar lines he’d repeated so often he could no longer distinguish fact from fiction—but then again neither could anyone else. How his father ran a bar and he began chewing tobacco when he was seven and drinking whiskey when he was ten. He said that his mother, who didn’t remember his birth date, died when he was fifteen, when actually he was seventeen.

He talked about St. Mary’s Industrial School, where he learned what it meant to be on his own and how to make the best of it. The brothers taught him how to make a shirt collar and how to stave off loneliness in the crucible of competition. Daily confrontations with a man sixty feet, six inches away left little room for rumination or regret, as Jhan learned when he asked what the Babe thought about in the batter’s box. It was a question no adult writer I’ve read ever thought to ask.

“Well, you’re all alone out there,” the Babe said. “You’re expected to belt it. You don’t want to let anybody down. But I don’t worry about how I’m going to hit. I don’t bother trying to outguess the field. I think about the pork chops I had the night before and if there should have been more salt in the barbecue sauce.”

He didn’t have long to think about being a disappointment or to remember the self-consciousness that predated the glamorous reinvention of Little George, who suspected that he was too ugly to merit visitors at St. Mary’s. There was always another pitch to focus his mind on the present. A hard, round ball that obliterated everything but the moment.

“The second the pitcher rears back everything goes out of my mind but the ball,” he told Jhan. “What I see is the heart of it and that’s what I lean into.”

That insight, elicited by a boy from Brooklyn, was what I leaned on as I followed the ball from Ruth’s hand on the mound at Fenway Park to the batter’s box at Yankee Stadium, tracing the trajectory of a life that transformed Little George into the Big Fella.





Prologue

June 13, 1902 / Baltimore

I

Friday the thirteenth was a fortunate day for most of the residents of Baltimore City. Thundershowers and cooler temperatures had temporarily paroled H. L. Mencken’s “wicked seaport” from unseasonable 94-degree heat and humidity that had reached 82 percent at 8:00 A.M. the previous day and was no lower when Oliver Fassig at the United States Weather Bureau recorded it twelve hours later.

“Sunshine of the most powerful sort” had put the city on notice, the Baltimore Sun declared. The front page was full of advertisements for summer rentals and excursions leaving from the Light Street Wharf.

Perched on the fall line between the Piedmont Plateau and the Atlantic Coastal Plain, Baltimore City was divided by geology into an upper and a lower city, where George Herman Ruth Jr. awoke in the apartment above his father’s saloon at 426 West Camden Street, a half mile from the waterfront.

For all its growth and municipal improvements in the Progressive Era, Baltimore was also the largest unsewered city in the country: every lower-city privy—the post office, in local parlance—and every upper-city cesspool drained into the back basin and percolated into sea-level streets. Cobblestones were laid at an angle to the curb to facilitate drainage. But the indolent tide, fed by Gwynns Falls, a twenty-five-mile stream descending from the hills of western Baltimore County into the Patapsco River, kept the human detritus close. A “mephitic” municipal stench blossomed every spring, a smell Mencken likened to “a billion polecats” in summer.

For Baltimore residents, nothing in the morning headlines seemed as pressing as making plans to get out of town. President Theodore Roosevelt had reluctantly postponed a weekend at his Long Island estate in Oyster Bay to deal with pressing business on Capitol Hill, where additional funding for the continued dredging of Baltimore harbor had just been approved.

A delegation of colored Baltimoreans had visited the Washington office of Republican senator Louis E. McComas to discuss the efforts of Democrats to deprive them of their franchise, while in Virginia Robert E. Lee’s daughter Mary Custis Lee had been arrested for sitting in the colored section of an Alexandria streetcar. She claimed ignorance of the law.

The Baltimore Orioles game in Detroit had been called after seven innings on account of a cyclone, with the Orioles ahead 9–3. A “Remarkable Baseball Fatality” had occurred in Charlottesville, Virginia, when the shortstop for the city team was struck in the throat by an opposing batter’s ground ball; he died three minutes after throwing the man out.

Also, the creation of a new American League baseball club, the first to call New York home, was announced in Manhattan.

The sun rose at 4:39 A.M., a half hour after the city’s new electric streetlights went dark, and would set at 7:33 P.M.—one of the longest days of the year and surely the longest day of any year in the life of the boy his family called Little George.

He was seven years old but he thought he was eight.

In the spring of 1902, what George Washington had dubbed “the risingest town in America” in 1789 was the country’s sixth-largest city, home to 509,000 residents, 34,000 of whom, including George and Katie Ruth and their two children, George and Mamie, were of German descent.

It was the era of “good government” Republicanism, the Democratic machine having been swept out of power in 1895. The city had tripled in size with the 1888 annexation of portions of Baltimore County, and facilitated growth into this new southwest territory with the consolidation and extension of a maze of streetcar lines into the United Railways and Electric Company. George Sr. had tried his hand as a gripman among other occupations before settling on the saloon business. For a nickel you could go anywhere.

Health consciousness had prompted the purchase of 391 acres of public parkland in Gwynns Falls, the creation of a Free Public Bath Commission, and a citywide campaign initiated by the state against tuberculosis. The second of two public bathhouses funded by philanthropist Henry Walters, Walters Bath House Number 2, in its second month of operation, charged three cents for soap and towels for adults and a penny for children. Users were restricted to a twenty-minute shower. For a few cents more, you could wash your laundry in one of its eighteen tubs.

Innovation and optimism also prevailed in the state capital in Annapolis, where that year the progressive Maryland legislature passed the first workers’ compensation law in the country, enacted mine safety regulations, voted to permit female attorneys to practice in state courts, and guaranteed pensions for public-school teachers. New legislation allocated funding for public libraries, outlawed child labor under the age of twelve, created kindergarten classes, and made school attendance compulsory for all children age eight to twelve. An attempt, Mencken observed with asperity, to rid the state of “dirt pedagogy.”

That new law, passed in April, was scheduled to go into effect when the school year commenced in September—an unwelcome development for Little George. The closest white public school, at the corner of Barre and Warner Streets, was a third of a mile walk from the Ruths’ home. Primary School No. 12, a gloomy pre–Civil War brick building, had been rated “very defective”—one step from unacceptable—in the school administration’s 1900 survey of its facilities. Two years later, none of the recommended repairs had been made.

The Ruths were new to the neighborhood, having relocated in April 1901, when George Sr. was granted a liquor license to operate a saloon at the corner of South Paca and West Camden Streets, in the industrial heart of the city. It was a world of grit and bustle and thirst and crowds: the locus of a city in transit and transition. It was also home to Camden Station, the principal terminal of the B&O Railroad, to tradesmen and traveling salesmen, and to back alleys where horses grazed on the grass growing between the cobblestones. A vast Italianate structure that stretched five city blocks, the station dictated the rhythm, character, sound, and history of the neighborhood. Abraham Lincoln had to be smuggled into the station en route to his 1861 inauguration; the first Union casualties of the Civil War occurred two months later when Massachusetts troops were attacked by Confederate sympathizers as they made their way through the city to board a train for Washington.

In the spring of 1902, the B&O was expanding its operations, building a thousand-foot-long warehouse adjacent to the station with a capacity of a thousand carloads of freight. It was the longest brick structure in the United States.

Train whistles announcing arrivals and departures vied for attention with jackhammers and the hollers of oystermen and “arabbers” (pronounced ay-rabbers), street hucksters who patrolled the streets in pony-drawn carts laden with fresh produce, each announcing their wares with jangling bells and singsong cries. The air was filled with the screech and gong of streetcar motormen braking for slower traffic under the windows of the Ruths’ second-story apartment.

Their neighbors included a chemical company and a shipping outfit that handled all the freight that came through the station. Directly across the street: William J. Tickner and Sons, Undertakers. Down the block: Charles G. Summers & Co., dealers in canned goods, and Swift & Co., meatpackers. The 1900 census described neighborhood residents as “poor white.” They lived in tenements squeezed between factories; African Americans survived in cramped alleys that bisected the main streets.

There were two rival saloons on the same side of the block, and seven doors down, the Baltimore branch of Jacob Ruppert’s New York Brewery. The Ruppert family was not yet in the baseball business.

Baltimore was a thirsty city—twenty breweries had been consolidated by the so-called beer trust into the Maryland Brewing Company four years earlier. George Sr. was counting on the unquenchable thirst of traveling salesmen and local laborers to keep his saloon busy. Katie prepared crab cakes and hot German potato salad in the kitchen.

George Sr. joined a Bohemian social club, Spolek Veselych Hochu—the Jolly Brothers—where he served on the dance committee. He looked plenty jolly posing with his new brothers in a bow tie and a Panama hat worn by all Baltimore gentlemen after May 15. And he looked prosperous in a top hat and tails at the Christmas party held at the Germania Maennerchor Hall on Lombard Street, just a couple of blocks from the saloon. Being a Jolly Brother was good for business.

A twenty-round boxing match was scheduled to take place at the Germania on the evening of June 13.

Eleven days after opening for business on West Camden Street, George Ruth had been fined ten dollars and costs by Judge Poe for “allowing minors to play billiards and pool in his place.” That was one consequence of his decision to uproot his young family from a stable, working-class neighborhood to an apartment above a bar. The minors were not named in the complaint. But a local beat cop named Harry C. Birmingham, who patrolled the streets he and George Sr. had prowled as boys, had already concluded it was no place for seven-year-old George Jr.

Legend would hand down a bill of particulars against him and history would presume him guilty on all counts: stealing one dollar from his father’s till to buy ice cream for his pals; filching vegetables from arabbers and hurling them through shop windows; knocking over vegetable baskets and running home to hide; chewing and smoking tobacco; emptying glasses left behind on the tables in his father’s saloon.

“When I wasn’t living over it, I was living in it,” Ruth once said.

And, everyone agreed, he just wouldn’t go to school.

Of course, in June 1902 he wasn’t yet of school age. And children who were enrolled were just getting out for the summer.

A patron told George Sr. he had parked his own unruly son at St. Mary’s Industrial School for Boys, a Catholic-run institution on the southwestern edge of the city for white boys deemed “incorrigible or vicious, or beyond the control” of their parents.

St. Mary’s unique quasi-public status was granted by the state in 1874 when the school was publicly incorporated and local courts were authorized to institutionalize “any destitute white boy, or any white boy convicted before such court or magistrate of any offence against any law or laws of this State; provided, that the parent or guardian of said boy or boys shall request that they be committed.”

The school also accepted orphans and boarders whose parents paid tuition.

George Sr. sought Harry Birmingham’s advice. Birmingham, who worked out of the Western District on Pine Street, was a familiar and formidable presence in his Keystone Copper’s cap and brilliantined mustache. It was his job to know every barkeep’s business. He didn’t drink, his great-granddaughter would say, and liked telling others not to. Nosiness, an asset for a beat cop, came naturally to him.

The liquor situation, as it was sometimes called in Christian publications, was much in the news. Enforcement of hundred-year-old blue laws banning the sale of liquor on Sunday was an ongoing battle and topic of newspaper conversation. On June 13, 1902, the Sun reported new charges had been brought against six tavern operators “upon testimony furnished by agents of the Anti-Saloon League.”

One of the other saloons on West Camden Street had been cited twice that spring. Birmingham had participated in a March undercover raid on Charles Bradley’s establishment around the corner on South Eutaw, entering the premises through the back gate while posing as a customer.

Birmingham, officially Patrolman 469, agreed that St. Mary’s was a good solution for George Sr.’s high-spirited son and offered to escort him there. Harry’s great-granddaughter recalled hearing that he came to collect the boy in a police car, which the force wouldn’t have until 1911. They might have taken a police cart or the Lombard Street trolley, recently extended to the city line just past St. Mary’s.

Whether Birmingham volunteered to transport the boy, as his obituary recounted fifty years later, or was asked to do so as a favor to an old family friend, the fact remains that Little George left home in police custody on June 13, 1902.

II

There was only one route: straight out Wilkens Avenue, the boulevard named for, and endowed by, the industrialist William Wilkens, proprietor of William Wilkens & Co., Manufacturers of Steam-Curled Hair and Bristles, which occupied fifteen acres in a natural hollow between his eponymously named thoroughfare and Frederick Avenue, where Little George had spent the first two years of his life in the home of his paternal grandparents.

Wilkens Avenue extended south and west from downtown Baltimore into farmland acquired in the 1888 annexation. It had been expanded as part of the one hundredth anniversary of the Revolutionary War, and at the urging of local businessmen, including Wilkens, to facilitate the increasing traffic on this rapidly industrializing portion of U.S. Route 1. Wilkens, who came to America with eighteen cents in his pocket in 1836, donated thirty-three acres of land to the city to erect what he envisioned as a grand boulevard for the immigrant laborers, most of them German, who serviced the stockyards, brickyards, coal yards, breweries, lime kilns, butcher shops, and slaughterhouses—not to mention his own factory, where pig bristles and horsehair were turned into paintbrushes and stuffing for mattresses and chignons for the chic matrons of the town.

Wilkens had in mind a broad avenue on a par with Charles Street in downtown Baltimore. He built a seven-block promenade, planted with hyacinths and tulips. Among the flowering white maple and poplar trees stood pewter urns and cupids—the Wilkens statuary—and a fountain of a chubby little boy holding an umbrella over a chubby little girl to protect her from the manufactured rain. George Jr. and his younger sister, two-year-old Mamie, were protective of each other that way, shielding each other from cloudbursts of parental rage.

“Daddy had a powerful big hand,” Mamie would say later. “When he walloped you, you knew you were walloped.”

There was a natural bottleneck near the promenade at the foot of Wilkens Avenue, where cars and horse carts and Streetcar Number 9 had to slow while negotiating an acute right turn from South Gilmor Street. Looking back over the basin of Baltimore Harbor, George Jr. would have had an unobstructed view of the B&O warehouse under construction just a block from home, and the twin smokestacks of the Baltimore Cold Storage Company poking through a scrim of cloud and omnipresent coal dust.

A century later his statue would be erected on that spot.

The avenue had been terraced in expectation of urban development. Vacant lots on Mill Hill would be transformed into the longest continuous block of houses in Baltimore—neat, brick proletarian structures with electric wiring and gas heat built for Mr. Wilkens’s workers with clay that came out of the surrounding hills. For generations of boys who grew up in those houses, the reform school at the top of the hill would become a threat and a caution. Behave—or you’ll get sent where the Babe went when he was bad.

By streetcar, the two-mile ascent of the Gwynns Falls valley would have taken perhaps twenty minutes, depending on how many horse-drawn wagons were also riding the rails, built to the same wide gauge of carts delivering livestock to the Union Stockyards just south of Brunswick Street. Old-timers told of seeing herds of pigs and cattle driven through the streets en route to market and slaughter. Discarded pig bladders, washed and inflated like balloons, were fashioned into footballs by neighborhood boys, who according to legend were barred from wearing red in case a bull got anxious en route to his fate.

The stockyards, a sprawling split-rail, four-legged municipality large enough to house five thousand cattle, eight thousand sheep, and thirteen thousand hogs, was the culmination of the effort by city fathers and railroad officials to remove the messy business of slaughtering animals from the city’s downtown. New track had been laid, allowing for the consolidation of the Pennsylvania and B&O Railroad stockyards in 1891. “Every hoof under one roof” was the motto. The property was practically adjacent to St. Mary’s, where the brothers, who fed the boys three hot dogs each Sunday, the only meat in their diet, were fattening up sixty-six head of cattle for export.

The avenue crossed lower Gwynns Falls and a railroad spur Mr. Wilkens had laid to facilitate deliveries to his plant in Snake Hollow, where slithering reptiles lived in a stream that powered the plant and carried away the residue of its success. “The hair mines,” local boys called it. Scalded pigskins and horsehides were laid out on Hog Hair Hill to dry in the sun; when the wind turned southwesterly, as it had on June 13, 1902, the stench rivaled poison gas, Mencken said.

The “branch,” as locals called it, coursed downhill, rejoining the falls below the stockyard’s abattoir, adding momentum and detritus to its flow. The waste city fathers had sought to banish was re-deposited in the back bay. Epidemics were common and virulent. Babies died. Little George had seen plenty of that.

He was eight blocks from St. Mary’s. Up, up, up, they climbed, ascending Mr. Wilkens’s Avenue to God’s country. Life as he knew it receded from view.

St. Mary’s Industrial School stood 124 feet above sea level. From that elevation, Little George could see the spire of the Baltimore Basilica, the first Catholic cathedral built in the United States, and the emerging skyline of Baltimore’s business district, a great steel and granite mass of Progressive Era commerce—the Maryland, Union, and Continental Trust buildings, as well as the Equitable and Calvert buildings, all of which would be gutted in the Great Fire of 1904. The Fidelity Building at 210 North Charles Street, on the northwest edge of the burnt district, would survive the conflagration. Two years later, at that address, depositions would be taken in the Second Baltimore City Circuit Court, Case No. 8862, George H. Ruth v. Katie Ruth.

III

At the corner of Wilkens and Caton Avenues, Harry Birmingham delivered George Jr. into the care of the Xaverian Brothers who ran St. Mary’s. He was a minim now, the name given to the youngest of the boys—“the least of the little fellows,” they were called in the school’s 1902 annual report. He went to sleep that night in a dormitory organized in rows of wrought-iron cots as straight as pinstripes. A bentwood chair was stationed beside each starched pillow. No bed was more than two feet away from its neighbor. The boys slept head to toe, with just enough room between them to get down on their knees and pray.

It was as impersonal and as orderly as a hospital ward, an ethos in keeping with the description of St. Mary’s as a “moral hospital” in the 1880 Baltimore Sesquicentennial Memorial Volume. The Church called them “young unfortunates.”

They called themselves inmates.

He would join the other solemn, sullen boys lined up to be photographed in fussy collars and bows (produced in the tailor shop by older boys) for annual reports prepared for state and city authorities, upon whom the brothers were dependent for financial support. They stared gravely into the camera’s lens and an uncertain future.

Birmingham would continue to walk his west Baltimore beat throughout George Ruth’s tenure at St. Mary’s. He closed bars on Sundays, broke up craps games, locked up drunks, chased shoplifters, and broke two ribs jumping from a moving train in an effort to catch an escaping prisoner. He also won a commendation for saving a family of four from a house fire and always made time to check up on young George.

He was the first—though hardly the last—of a series of father figures who would enter his life at crucial moments when he most needed their counsel and advice. He would visit George in the “Little Yard” the brothers had set aside for the minims, and later in the “Big Yard” reserved for the older fellows, chasing him down when he ran away, taking him back up the hill as often as he had to, with a stern admonishment that he had no place else to go.

He felt sorry for the boy, living above a bar like that, he later told his children and grandchildren. And he told anyone who would listen what he told Baltimore sportswriter Rodger Pippen in 1947, when reports of Ruth’s failing health reached his hometown. “I remember that Babe was a little rascal. Although he was not a bad boy—just mischievous, and no more so than any other boys his age. He certainly never gave the police any trouble. But his father decided to send him to St. Mary’s because he just couldn’t make him mind at home. Babe had a will of his own and was never one to take orders.”

Even if he had filched vegetables and hurled them, chewed tobacco, and stolen a dollar from his daddy’s cash register—how bad could he have been? He was seven years old.

Of all the many journeys of Babe Ruth’s life—from uncouth to couth, spartan to spendthrift, abandoned to abandon and back again; from the dead ball era to power baseball; from Baltimore to Boston to New York, and back to Boston for a finale with the only team that would have him; from grand tours of Europe and the Orient to barnstorming tours of the American heartland; not to mention 714 trips around the bases—the trip from home to the home, fateful and formative, was the most important one of all.





Chapter 1

October 10 / Providence

HOME RUN KING AND CROWN PRINCE HERE TODAY

—PROVIDENCE JOURNAL

BOTH STARS PITCH IN WEIRD CONTEST AS AUTOGRAPH-SEEKERS SWARM AROUND PLAYERS AT ALL TIMES

SCORE OF TILT IS MYSTERY.

—PROVIDENCE JOURNAL

I

Jean Bedini, a vaudeville star known in the trades as “the Turnip Catcher” for his ability to apprehend root vegetables dropped from skyscrapers with a fork clenched between his teeth, met Babe Ruth at home plate at Kinsley Park in Providence at 2:30 P.M. Bedini had canceled the opening performance of his new burlesque show, “Cock-a-Doodle-Doo,” to present his pal with a large floral tribute.

No one could have anticipated when Bedini’s troupe was booked into the Empire Theatre that the Babe would be in town—an impromptu one-day engagement organized just twenty-four hours earlier, after he put a premature end to the World Series, leaving an unexpected hole in his schedule.

There was no percentage in opening up against the Babe and plenty of advantage to be had in appearing with him. So Bedini brought the entire cast of “the peppiest, jazziest show on earth” to home plate, all sixty of them, one for every home run the Babe had hit that season. There were chorines and choristers, dancing girls and jugglers, comedians, acrobatic dancers and eccentric buffoons, Harry Reser’s ten-piece orchestra, straight from the Folies Bergère in Atlantic City, as well as a radio artist and phonograph recorder.

Also waiting for the Big Bam at home plate was Lou Gehrig, otherwise known as the Little Bam, as well as the promoters of the game, the first stop on a barnstorming tour their agent Christy Walsh billed as “A Symphony of Swat.” In their fedoras and business suits, the promoters stood out among the leggy lovelies: Judge James E. Dooley, who, having served a single year on Rhode Island’s Eighth District Court, earned a title for life; Tim O’Neill, the “sandlot baseball king”; and Peter Laudati, who had built Kinsley Park as a home for the current iteration of the Providence Grays.

Hasty as the arrangements were, the advertisement in the morning Journal promising that “Babe Ruth, King of Swat, and Lou Gehrig, Fence Buster, Will Positively Appear” proved persuasive. Five thousand “hilarious fans of all sexes and conditions” showed up, among them “2222 yelling, romping, tumbling kids,” each of them intent upon joining the scrum at home plate.

This was two days after Murderers’ Row had done in the Pittsburgh Pirates in four straight with Ruth as chief executioner. He batted .400, drove in seven of the Yankees’ nineteen runs, and hit the only two home runs of the series, ensuring each of his teammates a $5,709 check for four days’ work.

It was four days after the first talkie, The Jazz Singer, opened at the Warners’ Theatre in New York. Six days after sculptors began chiseling George Washington’s nose on Mount Rushmore. And twelve days after the Big Fella had made good on his New Year’s pledge to Yankee owner Colonel Jacob Ruppert, which had been bannered across the top of the New York Telegram: “I promise 60 homers to Jake.”

It was an audacious promise, considering he hadn’t hit as many as fifty since 1921, one he made while living it up in Hollywood between vaudeville engagements and movie negotiations—and, most notably, before coming to terms with Ruppert on a 1927 contract.

But the Babe made good. Circling the bases on the afternoon of September 30, doffing his cap, bowing, grinning, winking, Ruth crowed: “Sixty! Count ’em, sixty. Let’s see some other sonofabitch do that!”

Bedini, who put an end to his vegetable-catching days after sacrificing all his front teeth to a one-pound turnip, had a particular appreciation for the showman Ruth had become, the sheer gameness of the man. More than anyone, Bedini was in a position to grasp the difficulty of the stunt Ruth pulled off on behalf of Citizens’ Military Training Camps the previous July, when Christy Walsh stationed him on a dusty Long Island airfield to try to set a world record for catching a baseball dropped from an airplane—a record Walsh invented for Ruth to break.

Walsh would do just about anything to align his Rabelaisian charge with what he called “pure Americanism of the horse and buggy sort” and divert attention from his less savory ways. He posed the Babe in a lot of woolen military garb, in this instance at high noon on the same airfield where Lucky Lindy would take off for Paris ten months later. It took seven tries, with Ruth darting about the empty field in a blistering sun, and the propellers kicking up tornadoes of dust that obfuscated everything but the man on the ground and the plane in the sky.

Walsh “really put one over” for the Babe that day, as he liked to say of his best PR stunts. The Daily News showed up as well as a newsreel cameramen. The New York Times played the story on page 1.

There was no suggestion in the unsigned Times dispatch, datelined July 22, 1926, that Ruth intentionally ducked the first two balls bombed at him from a thousand feet up, which Major General Benjamin Foulois, chief of the U.S. Army Air Corps, claimed “knocked him flat.”

The newsreel cameras missed that.

Then the pilot descended to three hundred feet and Ruth gloved the ball. There he was, down on one knee in the grass, making eye contact with the lens as the plane soared out of the frame. He looked like a supplicant, asking for what? Attention? Approval? Or maybe just to get the hell out of there?

“Gee, it’s like trying to stop a bullet,” Ruth told the military men, who may or may not have appreciated the analogy.

After dutifully turning over the record-setting ball to Foulois, signing a bat for the best athlete at each of the Citizens’ Military Training Camps, and enjoying a much-needed bath in the Officers’ Club, Ruth had returned to Yankee Stadium in time for a 3:00 P.M. game in which he went 2 for 5 with a triple and a stolen base.

Sonofabitch.

On October 10, 1927, he was the most famous man in America—who wanted to be famous, that is. Charlie Chaplin and Charles Lindbergh could give him a run for his money. But the Little Tramp, with whom Babe was known to play an occasional game of tennis on his court in Hollywood, wasn’t homegrown. And Lindy preferred higher altitudes to the fleshy business of being loved at field level.

For Ruth, the visit to Providence that afternoon was a homecoming and a measuring stick of just how much had changed since the summer of 1914, when he’d spent six weeks with the Grays, pitching them to the International League championship and hitting his first professional home run. He was nineteen then and just five months removed from his final parole from St. Mary’s.

This was a different Babe. “More portly, more famous but no less genial,” the Journal attested. “As a matter of fact, between the boys and the chorus girls gathered about him at the plate, the Babe seemed to give preference to the boys.”

They knew all about him, or thought they did.

He was an orphan. (He grew up in an orphanage, didn’t he?) Or an incorrigible sentenced to St. Mary’s, where the courts sent boys to straighten out. The brothers and baseball had imposed order on his rowdy soul.

He was the guy who ate so many hot dogs he ended up in the hospital. The guy who drove Packards into ditches and climbed out smiling. The guy arrested for speeding who got a police escort from jail in time to bat in the sixth inning at the Polo Grounds.

He was the Babe, the Bam, the Big Bam, the Great Bambino (or Slambino).

The Bazoo of Bang and Bash. Behemoth of Biff, Bust, and Bangs. Blunderbuss. The Bulky Monarch and the Monarch of Swatdom.

Caliph of Clout, Colossus of Club (and vice versa). The Circuit Smasher.

Demon Swatter. Diamond-Studded Ball-Buster. His Eminence, the Priest of Swat.

G. Herman Hercules and Pan Hercules. The Goliath of Grand Slam and Great Keagle of Klout.

Hedjaz of Hit, Herman the Great, and Homeric Herman.

Infant of Swategy.

Kid of Crash, King of Clout, King of Swing.

The Home Run King.

The Maharajah and Mauler of Mash. The Mauling Menace, Monarch, and Mastodon. Also, the Mandarin of Maul and Mastodonic Mauler.

The Modern Beowulf.

Paladin of Punch. Prince of Ash and Potentate of Pounders.

Rajah of Rap.

Sheik of Slam, Sachem of Slug, the Sampson and Sultan of Swat. The Swattingest Swatter of Swatdom.

The Terrible Titan and the Titan of Thump. Whazir of Wham, Wali of Wallop and Wizard of Whack.

Jidge, Jedge, George.

The Big Fella.

And all the names put together were still not enough to encompass the idea of him. Maybe a few of the older men in the crowd had caught a glimpse of him in 1914 when he was young and lithe and just growing into his name. Maybe some of the younger ones had tried one of his candy bars. Or worn one of his Babe Ruth Sweaters for Boys. Or seen one of his movies. Or heard his voice on the new radio set in the living room.

All summer long in American League cities boys played hooky, jumped turnstiles, scaled lumberyards, and otherwise evaded flat-footed coppers, pleading with indulgent fathers to let them see for themselves. Roger Angell, who grew up to be the Babe Ruth of baseball writers, was one of the lucky ones, whose father took him to see the Great Bambino at Yankee Stadium. “I had heard about Babe Ruth,” he said. “I read about Babe Ruth. I remember looking for him and there he was. He was instantly verified. It was stunning. The creature I’d heard about. He didn’t look like anybody else in the whole world. The monkey swollen body tapering down to the ankles—I once called them debutante ankles.

“Everything about him was absolutely extraordinary, starting with his name. The first name was a baby and the second name was a girl’s, which suggested to me the complexity of the world. He was so available. You got on the subway, paid a nickel, and there he would be in right field. The other thing I remember is not him hitting a home run but him swinging and missing. His whole body swiveled to face the first base stand.”

Here was a man who kept promises, who exulted in making them and daring himself to keep them. It would take until the second to last day of the season to make good on his New Year’s pledge to Jake Ruppert but make good he did.

II

All season he and Gehrig had chased each other and the home-run record few thought would ever be broken: Ruth’s fifty-nine home runs in 1921. Newspapers charted “The Great American Home Run Derby,” as the Times called it, with hyperbole, charts, and diagrams. The World measured “The Fence Busting Heat” against an illustration of a bulb thermometer accompanied by mug shots of the two protagonists.

Gehrig refused to wilt in the heat of August. Then, in September, Ruth remembered who he was, hitting seventeen home runs in twenty-nine days. In Philadelphia, on September 2, he hit number forty-four; Gehrig hit numbers forty-two and forty-three and tied him three days later in the first game of a Monday doubleheader in Boston on Labor Day. Something, or someone, had to give. They played another doubleheader on Tuesday, and twenty thousand people took another day off in hopes of seeing who it would be. Ruth hit two home runs in the first game and another in the second; Gehrig managed just one. He would never come close again.

Ruth’s splurge continued with two more homers the next day. He left Boston with forty-nine home runs; Gehrig wouldn’t hit another until September 27. Numbers fifty-one and fifty-two came in a doubleheader against the Cleveland Indians on September 13, the day the Yankees clinched the pennant, freeing him, he said later, to turn his attention to the record. Number fifty-six came on September 22 in the bottom of the ninth inning with a man on and the Yankees trailing the Detroit Tigers by a run. It was the Yankees’ 105th win.

As he made his way around the bases, carrying his bat as he often did, a boy bounded out of the stands and chased him down between home and third, pounding the Babe’s back and grabbing ahold of his wood. “At last sight,” the Times reported, “in a swirling crowd of other juveniles, the youngster was like the tail of a flying comet, holding onto the bat for dear life and being dragged into the dugout by the Babe, who raced to escape the rush.”

Ruth had three more games to outdo himself. Number fifty-seven was a grand slam off Lefty Grove in Philadelphia. Numbers fifty-eight and fifty-nine came at home against the Washington Senators. The record-tying home run—a grand slam!—came off a rookie pitcher, Paul Hopkins, making his major-league debut. His catcher told him to throw only curves, so that’s what he did. The one Ruth hit, Hopkins told Sports Illustrated in 1998, was “so slow Ruth started to swing and then hesitated, hitched on it and brought the bat back. And then he swung, breaking his wrists as he came through it. What a great eye he had! He hit it at the right second. Put everything behind it.”

Hopkins struck out Gehrig to end his misery, then retreated to the dugout and cried.

“Once he had that 59, that Number 60 was as sure as the setting sun,” declared Paul Gallico in the Daily News.

Luckless Tom Zachary was on the mound for the luckless Washington Senators the next day, September 30, 1927. He had helped the Senators to their only world championship, winning two games in the 1924 World Series, but had been shipped to the St. Louis Browns in 1926. The Nats had reacquired him in July, in hopes that his left-handed junk might stymie the Yankees’ left-handed hitting.

Old Tom, as the baseball writers called him, wasn’t any older than the Babe—a year younger, in fact. But he pitched old before he got old, crafty like the college graduate he was, and as slow as a summer afternoon in his native North Carolina. He was a shuffling, drawling, knock-kneed country boy who threw slop as thick as molasses and stayed employed through nineteen major-league seasons by making others look foolish. “He hasn’t got a muscle in his arm,” Casey Stengel said of him. “His pulse carries the ball to the plate.”

One out, one on in the bottom of the eighth inning, the score 2–2. Zachary’s first pitch was a strike and Ruth took it. Umpire Bill Dinneen, the pitching star of the 1903 World Series, called the second pitch high. Ruth stood at the plate awaiting the next delivery, his left foot slightly behind his right, his toes turned inward. He had hit number fifty-nine with the bat he called Black Betsy. This time, he brought Beautiful Bella to the plate. He held it back, behind him, as if playing hard to get.

By 1927, fans were accustomed to the size of the man and the size of the swing and had forgotten, perhaps, how revolutionary a thing it was, this weight shift that, in concert with his exquisite timing, generated such unprecedented power. It was a model of biomechanical efficiency, though no one possessed the language or the technology to understand it then. They saw the big chest, like an accordion with its bellows full, turning with the swing, and called him an upper-body hitter: a tornado on chopsticks. It would take decades to fully appreciate the modernity of his approach and technique.

The third pitch was a screwball that broke down and into the trajectory of Ruth’s swing; he caught it flush. By the time he hit the ball, he had taken a long stride forward and had “turned his shoulders and ass and wrists into it,” Shirley Povich of the Washington Post told Sports Illustrated in 1998. His upturned chin and chest, canted toward right field, were already moving out of the batter’s box as if yanked by the thrust of the ball. Dinneen rose out of his crouch and Muddy Ruel, the Senators’ catcher, rose, too, following with their eyes and their body language the trajectory of inevitability.

The ball crashed into the right field bleachers, fifteen rows from the top, and fair by just six inches. Old Tom threw his glove down in disgust, protesting loudly that the ball was foul.

There was history between Dinneen and the Big Fella. So perhaps Zachary thought he would get a sympathetic hearing. Five years earlier, Ruth had been suspended after charging in from left field to protest a call, scalding Big Bill with obscenities and challenging him to a fistfight in the dugout the next day. And it was Dinneen who called Ruth out, trying to steal second, to end the 1926 World Series.

Dinneen saw the ball fair; Ruth pranced around the bases. “I threw him a curve, but I made a bad mistake,” Zachary would write in a letter to a fan decades later. “I should have thrown a fast one at his big fat head.”

Returning to right field for the top of the ninth, Ruth was greeted with an array of white handkerchiefs, waving in abject surrender to his omnipotence. He saluted his troops in Ruthville with bows and military aplomb, then caught the final out—a fly ball off the bat of Walter Johnson, making his final major-league appearance as a pinch-hitter for Zachary.

Upstairs in the press box, Gallico typed new orders for readers of the Daily News: “succumb to the power and romance
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