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To Cathy Arnoldy Swisher World Champion Frog Leg Smuggler




Introduction

Throughout the 1920s, Lou Gehrig was one of the most famous men in the country. He was cementing his reputation as a baseball player of true greatness. Lou, “the Iron Horse,” showed up every day and played his heart out. His gentle charm and home run hitting made him a star at a time when the country was hungry for them. The Roaring Twenties positioned baseball at the heart of the nation’s collective consciousness, and the Yankees were at the top of the American League. In the seven years since Babe Ruth had joined the team in 1920, they had finished first four times and had won the 1923 World Series.

American society following World War I had been transformed. A modern world awaited. Sensationalist newspapers stuffed with game play photographs exploded in popularity. Radio broadcasts that aired sporting events in addition to news, music, and variety shows expanded across the country. This was an era of ostentatious displays of individualism. It seemed as though everyone wanted to contend for fame and recognition. Men and women went to extraordinary lengths to set records, especially in sporting contests.

Sports fandom was shifting toward a glorification of individual players and their statistics. This intersection of sports reporting with a hero worship of athletes presented opportunities for entrepreneurs to step forward. The pioneering sports agent Christy Walsh led the way. Walsh had failed as a cartoonist and advertising executive, but hit the big time in 1921 when he became Babe Ruth’s agent.

In this new age of celebrity, fans wanted a peek into the lives of their sports heroes. To satisfy this desire, Walsh invented a new way for readers around the country to follow their favorites without actually attending games. On March 19, 1921, he announced the formation of the Christy Walsh Syndicate. While Walsh would manage every aspect of Babe Ruth’s finances, his specialty was selling newspaper columns under the bylines of famous athletes. Eschewing game coverage, he formed a stable of ghostwriters, employing some of the most notable sportswriters of the day, to write and sell columns and sports memoirs to newspapers across the country. Walsh concentrated on signing personalities and journalists who could churn out material in the fields of boxing, football, and baseball, with the athlete, the ghostwriter, and him sharing the revenue.

The Christy Walsh Syndicate had a powerful influence on America’s sports pages. Ruth, Ty Cobb, and Walter Johnson flooded the nation with memoirs in the form of newspaper columns. In 1927, Walsh saw a chance to capitalize on another star. He set out to profit from a relative newcomer to the New York Yankees by inking an agreement for young Lou to furnish a memoir of his baseball life.

All that year, Gehrig had been in what was styled as a home run derby with his teammate Babe Ruth. Since hitting fifty-four homers in 1920, an extraordinary total because the player in second place hit only nineteen, Babe’s prodigious blasts had lured fans to the ballparks in droves. Until Gehrig emerged as a serious competitor, no one had stepped forward to challenge Babe. Christy Walsh framed this as a modern David versus Goliath baseball story. Christy predicted that a memoir written by Lou would be an immediate hit.

Gehrig was a different type of player. He didn’t share the boisterous personality of his legendary counterpart Babe Ruth. One interviewer wrote of Lou, “He was simply a very ordinary, good human being; a man whose only inheritance was unusual physical strength, a capacity for hard work, a willingness to sacrifice and learn.” Lou was never a showman and had no intention of becoming one. He shunned the limelight. Family, especially his mother, meant everything to him, more than any laurel. A modest and shy gentleman, Lou enjoyed being alone—taking long walks, riding roller coasters for hours, reading anything from Tolstoy to the funny papers, and playing with his dog.

Given that New York City was saturated with coverage of the Yankees and Babe Ruth, Walsh looked farther west and contracted with the Oakland Tribune and the Pittsburgh Press for Lou Gehrig to pen his life story, which would subsequently also appear in the Ottawa Daily Citizen in Canada. Lou’s memoir ran serially under the title Following the Babe, since he hit in the cleanup position behind Ruth in the Yankees’ lineup.

Most famous athletes talked with sportswriters who acted as ghostwriters, turning their conversations into entertaining newspaper columns. So it is likely Lou had some help with his series. Sportswriter Ford Frick would claim that he assisted Lou in writing his 1927 World Series columns, but never professed to helping with Following the Babe. No matter who wrote down the words, there is no doubt that Lou’s memoir came directly from the heart.

The Oakland Tribune proclaimed: “For the past decade, every boy in America has dreamed of being a second Babe Ruth—few daring to voice aloud such a fairy-tale ambition—and none, save one, attaining even the remotest approach to the King of Swatdom. But that one, ‘Columbia Lou’ Gehrig, in the space of three short years, has swatted his way from the sandlots of New York to the very bailiwick of the mighty Babe!” Editors promoted the inspirational angle of Lou’s story: “Gehrig tells his story of dreams come true—high school victories, college glory, and big league fame—in a manner that will inspire every boy and parent in the land.”

Tribune readers learned of the impending serial on August 10, 1927, when a photo of Lou and “Ma” Gehrig appeared in the sports section. Lou—hair immaculately groomed, dressed in white shirt and bow tie, and wearing an apron—appears to be helping his mom dry dishes in the family kitchen. A caption noted that when not assisting his mother and “not hitting home runs or otherwise disturbing the peace of mind of rival pitchers, he is kept busy preparing articles for Tribune readers.”

Following the Babe appeared on August 18, with plans for thirty installments. All went as scheduled until late that month when the newspaper admitted, “Lou Gehrig has been so busy trying to catch up to Babe Ruth that he is late with this week’s installment of his life history.” On the thirty-first, editors announced, “According to word received today, Lou will not have another chapter ready until next week, and then his story will appear only three times a week instead of daily.” Two days later, they proclaimed that Lou was “back on the job again,” along with a news flash that the famous slugger would provide articles on the upcoming World Series. All went according to plan until mid-September, when Gehrig’s articles began to appear out of order and one just disappeared, leaving his life story one short of the projected thirty chapters. To meet his looming deadlines, Walsh arranged for sportswriter Ford Frick to assist Lou in writing his World Series columns.

Lou Gehrig’s memoir was then forgotten, buried in the mists of time, and largely overlooked by baseball historians and Gehrig biographers. When I discovered these columns while researching another topic, there was no doubt they needed to be brought to the public’s attention. This sensational discovery is a unique opportunity for the world to be reintroduced to one of its most famous sportsmen. Told in Gehrig’s voice, these stories will transport fans to a bygone era of baseball. Readers will learn of his upbringing and struggles as he learned to hit and field in high school and college. Upon joining the Yankees in 1923, Lou stood in awe of established stars, many of whom offered advice that advanced his career. By the 1927 season, Lou Gehrig was being mentioned in the same breath as Babe Ruth, Ty Cobb, Rogers Hornsby, and Tris Speaker.

This version of Following the Babe has been slightly modified from its original newspaper format, with columns being consolidated into logical chapters and spelling standardized. The Oakland Tribune’s version of Following the Babe has been adhered to because it’s the only complete run of the three accounts. Obvious typographical errors have been corrected, and a few commas have been inserted for clarification. Except for these minor changes, this narrative is just as it was originally published during the 1927 season.

Reading Gehrig’s life story ninety-three years after it first appeared is a real treat for baseball fans, whether they are Yankees lovers or not. This is a glimpse into an era peopled by men who have been forgotten or remain in the public eye only through their mythic status. Gehrig describes them all with the same gusto, whether Hall of Famers or journeymen, relating anecdotes that make long-dead ballplayers come alive. Following the Babe is a chatty memoir that gives fascinating insights into the greatest baseball team of all time, the 1927 Yankees, also known as Murderers’ Row. It also serves as a Horatio Alger story, relating how a poor kid from Yorkville in Upper Manhattan grew up to become a world-famous athlete.

Lou’s love for baseball is infectious. As he once described his connection to the game, “The smack of a ball in a fielder’s glove, the crack of a bat against the horsehide, and immediately the game gets me. The crowds, the color, the feeling of expectancy, the umpire with his mask and chest pad, the windup of the pitcher, a fast throw, a slide for base… the whole thing, and every bit of it gives me a thrill.”

His records speak for themselves: American League Most Valuable Player Awards in 1927 and 1936; Triple Crown winner in 1934; Sporting News Most Valuable Player Awards in 1931, 1934, and 1936; enshrinement in the National Baseball Hall of Fame in 1939. Lou won the nickname the Iron Horse for playing in 2,130 consecutive major-league games, a record that would stand until 1995.

Lou Gehrig’s remarkable achievements came not from a God-given natural talent but from a dogged determination to better himself and a passionate love for the game. In Gehrig’s mind, there was no substitute for hard work. He devoted every day of his life to self-improvement. Noted for his strength and stamina, he resonated with fans on an unusually personal level, in the words of Jack Sher, “immortal because somehow he managed to touch and soften the heart of everyone who heard his name.”

There is a real poignancy to this tale. Six feet tall, with the legs and arms of a heavyweight boxer, Lou was one of the most powerful men to ever play the game. Sadly, he is now remembered more for his premature death than for his storybook career. In 1939 Lou was diagnosed with amyotrophic lateral sclerosis, a degenerative neuromuscular disorder that slowly robbed him of his famed strength. That malady is now commonly known as Lou Gehrig’s disease. After wasting away for two years, Lou drew his last breath on June 2, 1941, seventeen days short of his thirty-eighth birthday. When Lou Gehrig died, something beautiful left this world. His memoir stops with the conclusion of the Yankees’ 1927 World Series win. The brevity of the story makes it all the more powerful. A biographical essay by me follows Lou’s memoir, adding context and depth.

His tragically brief life has been immortalized in the classic 1942 film The Pride of the Yankees, with Gary Cooper starring as the Hall of Fame slugger and reenacting Gehrig’s famous speech in which he confessed, “I consider myself the luckiest man on the face of the earth.” Now it is our turn to be the lucky ones, reliving the exploits of a young, vibrant ballplayer as he again steps to the plate and begins Following the Babe.

—Alan D. Gaff, July 2019




The Lost Memoir




Chapter 1

I guess every youngster who ever tossed a ball or swung a bat has dreams of some day breaking into big league baseball. I know I did.

Up around Harlem, where I was born, there were dozens of “kid teams” playing on the street corners and vacant lots. None of the boys had uniforms, and not many of them even had gloves. And whenever they staged a game, they had to post sentries on the corners to watch for cops. It was against the law to play ball in the streets. But we had a lot of fun.

The Giants were the big show in New York in those days, and all of us dreamed of growing up and joining the Giants. Benny Kauff and Davey Robertson were our heroes. And George Burns. We used to stand outside the gate at the Polo Grounds and watch the players come out after the game. And the first real baseball thrill I ever had was one afternoon when Davey Robertson tossed an old baseball into the crowd, and I managed to grab it. For the next week, I was captain of the team and going great. Then the ball was lost, and my job went with it. You had to have either a ball or a bat if you wanted to be a captain of a team in those days.

I suppose I played on a dozen different kid teams. And not very long on any of them. I was too fat. The boys used to call me “Fatty,” and in our one ol’ cat and cross-out games,I they’d throw the ball wide to me just to get a good laugh when I started to waddle after it. Believe me, it’s no joke to be the little fat boy of the neighborhood. I never was much of a fighter, but I guess I had more fights over being called “Fatty” than from all other causes put together.

I’ll never forget it.

Only the other day outside the Stadium, there was a kid game in progress, and I stood there watching one youngster who was so round that he puffed and panted every time he stopped to pick up a ball. The other boys were kidding him, and he was half in tears, but he stayed with it.

“Poor little cuss,” I thought, “I know just how you feel.” For it was the same sort of kidding I had to stand for when I was his age.

Being kidded so much made me shy about baseball, too, and even my dreams of the big leagues were buried in layers of excess weight. I suppose I would have outgrown the whole baseball idea, but a boy friend of mine, Willie Contente, told Coach DuSchatko of Commerce High School that I could play ball. The coach ordered me out for practice. For two weeks, I hesitated about going. I was afraid I would be kidded. I was fearful that I wouldn’t make good. I dreamed a thousand dreams of playing—and all of those nightmares.

But the coach kept after me. And finally, I screwed up enough courage to go over to the gym and report. The coach looked me over from head to foot, and a bit doubtfully, too.

“H-m-m,” he said, “you’ll have to get rid of a lot of that fat if you ever expect to play baseball!”

But he gave me a uniform. And that afternoon, I stepped out on the diamond in a real baseball uniform for the first time in my life.

Talk about thrills!

Hitting a home run with the bases full never gave me a greater kick than I got that day when I put on a real baseball uniform for the first time and went out for my first real workout on a smooth and well-kept diamond.



As a high school ballplayer, I was no bargain.

The coach put me in the outfield first, and I chased fly balls all over the lot. But it’s a matter of record that I never caught up with one! He tried me out as a pitcher, and I looked better there, but I was too wild to do any good.

Finally, I got moved to first base. And I managed to hold that job—largely because we were badly in need of infielders, and I could hold on to a ball when it was thrown my way.

As a hitter, I was a bust. During that first year I played for Commerce High School, I had a batting average of .170, and I don’t believe I hit half a dozen balls out of the infield. But the coach kept me at it all the time, and finally in 1920 I got going pretty good.

Commerce won the city championship that year, and we went out to Chicago to tackle Lane Tech. The game was played in Cubs Park, and I never before had seen so large a crowd as packed the park to watch the two high schools fight it out that day. We had a pretty good club. Al Schacht’s brother [Mike], who later had a tryout with Washington, was with us. So was Al McLaughlin, who is now playing at Syracuse. And Howard Carter, the Fordham star, who is now owned by the Cincinnati club. Fred Lindstrom of the Giants was playing shortstop for Chicago against us.

It was quite a ball game. We were a run behind in the ninth inning and had the bases full when it came my turn to bat. I hadn’t had a hit all day—or anything that even looked like a hit.

Harry Kane was our coach, and I went up to him. “Harry, what shall I do?” I asked.

“Do?” he growled. “Go on up there and strike out. You couldn’t hit the side of a house with a fishing pole.”

I went up and shut my eyes and swung.

How I ever managed to hit that ball, I don’t know, but I hit it. And it went over the right field wall for a home run. Talk about thrills, I still get one every time I think about that hit. It was some blow. Even the newspapers printed stories about it—and about the high school kid who had hit a ball as far as Babe Ruth.

That was the first time I ever had my name linked with the Babe, and the first time I had really given the Babe a serious thought. He was just coming into his own as a member of the Yankees then, and the papers were full of stories about his homers. One of the Chicago papers printed my picture alongside his, and over the picture they ran a heading which said, “Will This High School Boy Be the Next Babe Ruth?” I have that clipping yet.

But the biggest kick came after the game. We were down in the dressing room having a shower when one of the boys came over.

“Say, Lou,” he said, “did you know that there was a Cub scout up in the stands when you hit that one, and he wants the Cubs to sign you up.”

I got a little chesty over that and started to sputter a bit.

But Harry Kane stopped me.

“Listen, kid,” he said. “You can’t play big league ball on the strength of one ball hit over the fence. You better go on to school and forget about it.”



The best break I ever got was when I went to Columbia and met Andy Coakley, the old Yale pitcher. And it was only chance that sent me there.

When I finished high school, I had my heart set on going to Dartmouth or Penn. A lot of fellows I knew were up at Dartmouth, and I wanted to be with them. Then they had great football and baseball teams up there, too. And argue all you please about it, the average high school kid is attracted to the college that has the best athletics.

He may not be an athlete himself, but he likes to string along with a winner. A lot of college presidents have another idea, but if a mere ballplayer may be pardoned for having an opinion on educational matters, I still think that there’s nothing that attracts students so much as winning teams and the publicity they get.

As I said above, I had my heart set on either Dartmouth or Penn. But my mother wasn’t very well, and she didn’t want me to go away from home. So we finally agreed that I would go to Columbia instead. And I enrolled for a liberal arts course, with the intention of entering either the School of Business or Civil Engineering when I had finished.

Walter Koppisch and Ben Roderick were the big men at Columbia then. Both of them were football stars, and they interested me in football. I played one season, but somehow I couldn’t get the same kick out of football that I did from baseball, and during my years at Columbia, I put in most of my time on the diamond. Andy Coakley was our coach, and he knew what it was all about. He was the first man to really teach me something about hitting. And believe me, he had a hard job. In two seasons, he changed my whole style.

One day he took me down to the Yankee Stadium. It was the first time I had ever seen the Babe play. And when I saw the way he swung, watched the perfect rhythm and saw how he managed to get his full weight back of the blow without hitching or losing any of his smoothness, I made up my mind that there was the one man to pattern after. I learned a lot from Babe Ruth in that one day. And I’m still learning. Talk all you please about Cobb and Speaker and the rest of the great hitters, the Babe is in a class by himself.

Up until the moment I saw the Babe in that game, I had never had any great interest in the Yankees. As a kid, I barely knew they existed. Back in the day when a quarter was a fortune and we had to save for weeks to get the price of a bleacher seat, the Giants had been our favorites. And our quarters had all gone for a seat in the left field bleachers—“the George Burns bleachers,” we always called them in the good old days. But one peep at the Babe in action made me a Yankee fan. And then and there I began dreaming of the day when I might get a tryout on the same team. And then and there I set up the Babe as my hitting model.

When I reported for practice the next day, I changed my whole batting style, with Coakley helping me. Before that, I had been a “choke” hitter, as they call a fellow who grabs the bat up toward the middle. Now I started gripping my bat at the end and taking a full-arm cut. “You’ve got great shoulders and great driving power,” Coakley used to tell me. “If you can learn to take a full swing, you ought to be able to hit for plenty of extra bases.”

I’ve been around college ball teams a lot, and I’ve talked to a good many college ballplayers. I don’t believe there’s a man who ever played college baseball who didn’t think some time or other of making good in the big leagues. I don’t mean by that that young fellows go to college for athletics alone, or that they aren’t interested in their college work. But baseball has an appeal to a young fellow that can’t be denied.

Then there’s another thing about professional baseball that appeals to the college man. That’s the opportunity it affords for making a financial stake quickly. The average chap who graduates from college with his degree as an engineer or a doctor or a lawyer faces long years of more or less privation before finally he can establish himself in his profession. Baseball offers him a quick return and the chance of building up a bank account which will enable him to tide himself over the lean years.

Men of the caliber of Eddie Collins and Art Nehf are capable of success in most any profession they take up. They have been a real credit to baseball, and they would reflect just as much credit on any other business upon which they might enter.

Time was, years ago, when professional baseball was regarded as a low class employment in college circles. Professors frowned upon it. Parents who had sent their sons to college advised against it. But those times have changed—and it was college men of the type of Matty [Christy Mathewson] and Eddie Collins, of George Sisler and Art Nehf, who brought about the change.

Some of the greatest stars the game ever has known have been college men. Christy Mathewson of Bucknell and Eddie Collins of Columbia were the pioneers. They blazed the trail, and those who followed them have kept up the tradition of high class sportsmanship. George Sisler is a Michigan University graduate. Eppa Rixey is a college man. Frank Frisch stepped right from the Fordham campus to a place in the majors. Max Carey gave up his studies for the ministry to enter professional baseball.

Arthur Nehf is a qualified engineer. Eddie Farrell of the Giants was a graduate dentist from the University of Pennsylvania, and Long Cy Williams came from Notre Dame, while Holy Cross produced Joe Dugan and [Owen] Carroll of Detroit.

Joey Sewell came from the University of Alabama to the Cleveland Indians, and his brother Luke was quick to follow in his footsteps from the same college. Bibb Falk of the White Sox, Ernie Wingard of the Browns, Vic Aldridge of the Pirates, Marty Karow of the Red Sox, Earle Combs of the Yankees, Jack Coombs and Jack Barry of the old Philadelphia Athletics, Ed Reulbach and Orvie Overall of the famous old Cubs—all of these were and are college products. Ernie Nevers, pitcher for the St. Louis Browns, was a great football player before graduating from Stanford University. And Manager Miller Huggins himself is a law school graduate.

And they are only a few of the hundreds who have stepped from the campus to the big leagues. They bettered themselves and helped baseball. And, what’s more, they did not injure their college when they made the jump.

Twenty years ago, old timers tell me, educated people looked upon professional baseball as a rather off-color profession. They don’t consider it so today. I believe I am typical of the college men in baseball. I went from the campus to the big league diamond. I’m still proud of my college, proud to be a college man, and proud of my membership in Phi Delta Theta. But I’m just as proud of my professional baseball connection. So are all the others. And I think that most of us, if we had it all to do over, would do again just as we did. Baseball is a great game, and worthy of the greatest and best men who ever played it.

I. Town ball was an early form of baseball with a variety of rules. A game with eight or fewer players on a side was called cat. Cross-out was a play by the fielding team when a ball was thrown across the path of the base runner.




Chapter 2

Fate and not any planning of mine sent me to the Yankees.

Some people criticized me for quitting college before graduation to go into professional baseball. I didn’t want to do it. No kid ever wanted to finish a college course more than I did. And no kid’s mother ever felt more badly than mine when I finally gave up college.

Here’s the story: In 1920 my father was taken seriously ill. My mother had to shoulder the burden of caring for the family. It was a tough job, but she insisted on doing it while I finished school. Then in 1923 Mother was taken ill with pneumonia.

There was no money coming in, and there were plenty of expenses to meet. It was up to me. I had to get a job. And I had to have a job where the pay would be enough to take care of my family. Baseball was my best bet.

The Athletics had been after me. So had Washington. But I had seen the Babe hit one and was a Yankee fan. I wanted to get with the Yankees, and Andy Coakley wanted me to.

Frankly, I didn’t have any idea I could make good in big league baseball. Even when I began getting letters from the various clubs, I figured that I wasn’t good enough for professional baseball. And when I decided to sign a contract, my whole idea was that there was a chance to get some ready money to tide us over the rough spots. “I’ll get some money for signing,” I thought, “and then I’ll get paid for the few weeks I’m with the club before they find out my weak spots. That will give me enough to meet our present expenses, and after that I can get a job downtown.” I still had the idea of working for a time until my father was well, and then going back to college again.

I’ll never forget the night I went home and told my mother that I was going to quit college and go into baseball. She was sick in bed, and she broke down and cried when I told her. She insisted that I should stay on in school.

“I’ll be well again soon,” she said, “and then everything will be all right.”

Like me, she didn’t think I could make good in baseball, and she was afraid that I would be let out in a few weeks, and then I’d be out of college as well as out of a job, too. It was a tough spot!

But we had to have an income, and I was the only one to earn it. I talked it over with Mother for a whole afternoon. Still she wouldn’t consent. So the next day, we talked again. And finally, when she saw that I was determined to do something to earn money and that I was all set to quit school temporarily at least, then she gave her consent.

I went back to the campus and told the boys at the fraternity house that I was quitting and going into baseball. They were great to me. Some of them even wanted to loan me money so I could keep on with my college work. And they all wished me the best luck in the world in the big leagues. All of them thought I would make good—which was more than I did at the time.

I had made up my mind. College was a thing of the past. The dream I had as a kid was about to come true. But it didn’t bring half the thrill I had expected. The circumstances under which I quit college weren’t pleasant, and I felt pretty badly about it.

But it was all settled. I was going to become a professional ballplayer—at least for a trial.



I’ll never forget the incidents that led up to my actual signing with the Yankees. I pitched for Columbia against New York University. A lot of scouts were in the stands, but I didn’t know it. I got three hits that day, including a home run over the fence. We won, 7 to 2.

After the game, we were in the showers when a little short stout chap came in. “I’m Krichell,” he said. “Want to come down to the office on Monday and talk things over?”

I was sputtering under
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