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FOREWORD

EVERY KID WHO ever picked up a baseball knows the name Babe Ruth. Even those who are not quite sure what records he held or what he did to achieve them know that the Babe was considered the best ever to play the game. Around the world, even in countries where baseball is not played, people know that Babe Ruth was the epitome of excellence.

Few, however, know who the man behind the legend really was. They know he was the home-run king, the Bambino, the Sultan of Swat. But the story of who he was before he became all those things is clouded in mystery and has been sugarcoated by generations of sportswriters and fans. As a result, there are probably more stories about Babe Ruth than about any other sports figure of the twentieth century. It was widely  reported, for example, that he was an orphan who was determined to find his way out of poverty through baseball. The truth, as always, is more complicated.

George Herman Ruth was not an orphan. He was a bad kid from a bad neighborhood whose parents placed him in a Catholic reform school for delinquents and orphans at the age of seven. He discovered baseball almost by chance because one of the Xaverian Brothers who ran the school thought it could help him straighten out his life, and little George fell in love with the game. In fact, nobody loved the game more and nobody played it better.

As a boy growing up, I played a lot of baseball on vacant lots or school playgrounds with my neighborhood friends. We used book satchels or rocks or whatever we could find for bases, and we rarely had more than one ball and one bat and half a dozen gloves to share for both sides. Although all of my friends had favorite players from major-league teams (mine was Willie Mays of the then New York Giants), the one player who was regarded by everyone as the all-time greatest was Babe Ruth.

Although I soon realized I was not going to be a  professional baseball player, my love of the game and my fascination with the Babe only grew. His ghost haunted baseball season after season. He remained the standard against which all players who followed him were measured. Who was the boy who fought his way out of a Baltimore slum to become the idol of every kid in America?

The only way to find an answer was to write his life story. In the process I discovered a man who lived hard and played hard and who was even bigger than his myth.
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Babe Ruth at batting practice in 1927. He copied his famous swing from Brother Matthias at St. Mary’s in Baltimore.




INTRODUCTION

On February 14, 1914, George Ruth was outside St. Mary’s Industrial School for Boys in Baltimore, on one of the school’s two playgrounds, when a big limousine drove through the main gates.

It was cold that St. Valentine’s Day. It had been snowing, and the Big Yard, as the playing field for the older boys at St. Mary’s was known, was icy and slippery. With no organized sport planned for their recreation period on that frosty day, George, who had just turned twenty the week before, and several of the other boys were running and sliding on the frozen turf, killing time until they had to go back inside. They noticed the big car as it drove up to the front entrance of the school, but it didn’t stop their frolicking on the ice.

Inside the car were three men—Fritz Maisel, a native of Baltimore who played baseball for the New  York Yankees and who owned the car; Brother Gilbert, the baseball coach at St. Joseph’s, a neighboring Roman Catholic school and a rival of St. Mary’s; and Jack Dunn, the owner of the Baltimore Orioles, then a minor-league team. They got out and went into the building.

Two of the men were there on a mission. Dunn was looking for a pitcher for his baseball team, which was scheduled to start spring training in a couple of weeks. Brother Gilbert wanted to make sure Dunn didn’t steal his own ace left-hander at St. Joseph’s. Maisel was basically along for the ride, especially since it was his car.

Dunn had first heard about George Ruth from a friend named Joe Engel, a former player for the Washington Senators who had seen George pitch for St. Mary’s in a school exhibition game. Then Dunn heard the same name from Brother Gilbert when he went to scout a possible pitcher at St. Joseph’s. Brother Gilbert, wanting to keep his own player in school and pitching for St. Joseph’s, began to extol the natural talent of a kid named Ruth over at St. Mary’s. Dunn decided it was time to see for himself.

The trio first went to the office of Brother Paul, who was the superintendent of the school, and chatted while they waited for Brother Matthias, a huge yet soft-spoken man who stood six foot six, weighed 250 pounds, and was St. Mary’s physical-education director. Dunn learned from Brother Paul that George’s father was still alive, but that the school had legal responsibility for his affairs until he was twenty-one.

When Brother Matthias joined them, Dunn asked him whether the boy could play ball.

“Ruth can hit,” Brother Matthias said, never one to elaborate.

“Can he pitch?” Dunn persisted. After all, Dunn was in the market for a pitcher.

“Sure,” Brother Matthias replied vaguely. “He can do anything.”

Dunn decided he wasn’t going to get much more information out of Brother Matthias and asked to see George. They found him on the Big Yard, wearing overalls, and Dunn asked someone to find a baseball.

Brother Gilbert began to get nervous. He knew Dunn wanted a pitcher, and he had touted this George Ruth as a terrific pitching prospect. But the truth was  that Brother Gilbert had never seen George pitch. In fact, the only time he had seen George play was in one game between St. Mary’s and St. Joseph’s, which St. Mary’s had won 6-0. In that game, George had played catcher.

There are various accounts of what exactly took place on that cold day in February 1914. In a ghostwritten 1928 autobiography titled Babe Ruth’s Own Book of Baseball, Ruth said Dunn “had me pitch to him for a half hour I guess, talking to me all the time, and telling me not to strain and not to try too hard.”

At the end of it, Dunn and the other men went back into the school office, and a short time later they sent for young George. Dunn didn’t waste any time.

“How about it, young man, do you want to play baseball?” he asked George.

George didn’t even pause to think.

“Sure,” he said, laughing. “I’ll play. When do I start?”

Brother Gilbert felt he should explain all the ramifications to George. He pointed out that while the school was still his official guardian, Dunn now would become his acting guardian until George turned  twenty-one, which at the time was the age of legal adulthood. George also was told that he would be paid $600 for a six-month season, or about $25 a week. To George, who suddenly realized they were serious, but also had never contemplated actually being paid to play baseball, it seemed like a fortune. Dunn had a contract with him and George signed it immediately. He raced out of the room to tell the other boys.

When his teammates heard the news that George would be leaving in two weeks to play baseball with the Baltimore Orioles, they were happy for him that he was free of St. Mary’s. But a group of them who had been waiting outside Brother Paul’s office shouted in unison, “There goes our ball club.”
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George Herman Ruth Jr. in a baby picture from 1898. For much of his life he wasn’t sure of the exact year of his birth.




ONE

THE ONLY THING anyone knows for certain about Babe Ruth’s early childhood is that it was bad. Ruth was the first to admit it. In his autobiography, titled  The Babe Ruth Story, written in 1948 with the sportswriter Bob Considine, Ruth began with the simple statement: “I was a bad kid.”

The details of that childhood, however, are at best sketchy, relying on hazy memory and anecdote to back up many of the claims and stories. During his life and after his death, so much was written about Babe Ruth that it is hard to know what is real and what is myth. Babe himself was sometimes unreliable, saying one thing at one time and another thing later. With so few facts to go on, writers often tend to make up some details, and, as always when stories are repeated, there  is a lot of exaggeration. It was confidently reported, for example, that the Babe was an orphan. Or that his name wasn’t even Ruth. There was even confusion over when he was born.

Throughout most of his life, Ruth thought he was born on February 7, 1894, and he always celebrated his birthday on that date. Yet in 1934, when he applied for a passport to travel to Japan on his first trip outside North America, the copy of his birth certificate that was sent to him from Baltimore said he was born on February 6, 1895. Ruth ignored the new date and continued to celebrate his birthday on February 7. As for the discrepancy in the year, he would say, “What difference does it make?”

Whatever the date, he was born in his maternal grandfather’s house on Emory Street in Baltimore. His father was George Herman Ruth Sr., and his mother was the former Catherine Schamberger, sometimes spelled Katherine, who was called Kate or Katie. Poor people in those days couldn’t afford to have children delivered in a hospital, and the Ruth family certainly couldn’t. As Babe wrote later: “We were poor. Very poor.” So the birth took place at home with the  assistance of a midwife named Minnie Graf.

Babe’s father had held an assortment of jobs around Baltimore. At one time, he was a lightning-rod salesman, peddling the gadgets that people attached to the roofs of their houses that were supposed to prevent lightning from striking them and starting a fire. Later, he was a horse driver, a streetcar brakeman, and a bartender, working in several waterfront taverns. He moved his family often in the early years. He finally ended up owning his own saloon at 426 West Camden Street, near the Baltimore docks.

The family history of Ruth’s mother is even more vague. In one group photo, taken at what appears to be a family or neighborhood picnic, she is one of dozens of people in the picture, a young woman in a white dress with her hair done up in a bun, looking sternly at the camera. Ruth always said that his mother was “mainly Irish.” Schamberger, however, is hardly an Irish name, and her father originally came from Germany. Even her maiden name is variously spelled as Schaumberger, or, as Ruth himself spelled it in his book, Schanberger. It could be that one of Kate’s parents or grandparents had been Irish, but  the Ruths spoke German at home, and young George grew up speaking both German and English.

There is even a dispute over his religious background. It was generally assumed that both Ruth’s mother and father had been Lutherans, as most German Americans were. Other reports said that his mother was Roman Catholic, which would support the Irish connection, and his father was Lutheran. Records at St. Mary’s agreed with that and noted that Ruth was baptized Catholic when he was one month old. However, he was baptized again years later, and the baptismal certificate then said he was “a convert.”

The truth is that neither of his parents was a regular churchgoer, and George Ruth and Katie Schamberger were married in a Baptist church and ended up living in an apartment over the saloon Ruth senior owned.

Katie bore eight children in all, including two sets of twins. Six of them died, either in childbirth or in infancy. Infant mortality was not uncommon then. Although he once said he had an older brother who died, George was actually the firstborn and he was  named after his father. Throughout his childhood, he was known in the family as Little George and his father as Big George.

The only other surviving child, born in 1900, five years after Little George, was a girl named Mary Margaret, who was always called Mamie. She was one of those two sets of twins, and she lived to be ninety-one, dying in 1992. In later years, she became a source of family history for many writers and biographers trying to piece together a picture of the Babe’s youth, but her memory was not always reliable. For example, she insisted her parents were “in the restaurant business,” rather then proprietors of a seedy tavern. Mamie and her brother were never close, and as Babe once said in talking about his childhood, “I hardly knew my parents.”

A true picture of Babe’s childhood, therefore, is at best obscure. Babe himself was not above adding to the uncertainty about his early years. For example, when it was first reported that his family name was not Ruth after all, but Erhardt—or, as others had it, Gerhardt—he kept the controversy going. When a reporter commented on the similarity of his new last  name of Erhardt to that of a Brooklyn Dodger player named Ehrhardt, Ruth said with a straight face, “mine has only one ‘h.’”

It was enough to keep the misinformation alive, and even The New York Times, in an article late in his life, referred to him as George Herman Erhardt Ruth. Later, both he and Mamie categorically denied that Erhardt or Gerhardt was any part of their name.

Almost from the time he could walk, Ruth was constantly in trouble. For one thing, he had little supervision at home. His mother was frail and frequently ill. She seemed constantly to be either expecting a baby or grieving over the death of one. When she died at the age of thirty-eight, when George was seventeen years old, the death certificate listed the cause as “exhaustion.” At any rate, his mother was not much of a presence in George’s life, and he was told not to make demands on her because of her delicate condition.

Ruth’s father spent almost every waking moment tending his bar and grocery store. He opened it early in the morning, and he kept it open far into the night. He was a big burly man who seemed to have a cigar  in his mouth at all times and was almost always angry, always working, and always worried about making ends meet and paying the bills. As a result, Big George had no time for Little George either, and kept telling him to go outside and play.

Adding to the lack of parental supervision, another problem was that the neighborhood itself was no place for a boy to grow up in. Camden Street in those days was in one of the roughest parts of the city. The general area was referred to by residents of Baltimore as “Pigtown,” because pigs were often herded through its streets on their way to a slaughterhouse that was located nearby. It was in the waterfront district, and the only playgrounds Little George knew were the narrow streets and alleys around the dockyards, which were crowded with sailors, stevedores, prostitutes, and petty thieves.

Recreation for young George and the other kids he grew up around consisted of taunting drunken sailors or pilfering fruit from street shops. One pastime was to throw stolen tomatoes or eggs at the trucks and wagons that came to the docks to pick up the goods brought in on ships that arrived from overseas. Years  later, Babe jokingly said he first learned to control his pitches by throwing rotten fruit and eggs at the horse-drawn trucks around the Baltimore docks. The truck drivers would often lash out at the kids on the street with their whips.

George was no stranger to whippings at home, either. His father beat him often when he would get into trouble, and he wrote later that his father even turned a horsewhip on him on occasion. There were frequent run-ins with the police, as well, and every time a policeman brought him home, he was sure to get another whipping there.

In order to survive in such surroundings, Little George and the other boys had to create their own aura of toughness. George learned the lessons of the street quickly. He was a big boy with a moon face, a flat nose, large lips, and small eyes that took in everything he saw. There were always fights breaking out in the streets around the dockyards, and the example set for George from a young age was that disagreements were settled with one’s fists.

By the turn of the twentieth century, baseball had already become America’s national pastime, and  Little George and his friends played some version of it in the streets around the docks, although they rarely had real bats, balls, and gloves.

By the time he was old enough to start school, Little George’s contempt for authority was already deeply ingrained. He almost never attended school, and he was frequently caught by truant officers and brought home. Each time, his father would give him a beating and tell him that he had to go to school. Each time, George would endure the punishment and ignore the admonition.

It wasn’t that he occasionally played hooky. He simply refused to go to school. With his mother always ill and often confined to bed and his father running a saloon, there was no one to make George go to school. So he didn’t. From a young age, he had begun to sip beer or even whiskey left in glasses at the bar or on the tables in his father’s saloon. He started chewing tobacco. He had been caught stealing, and his run-ins with the police were becoming more frequent.

Things came to a crisis on the morning of Friday, June 13, 1902, when George Ruth Senior packed a  bag with his son’s clothes in it and took him on the Wilkins Avenue trolley to a stop nearly at the end of the line. Their destination was the St. Mary’s Industrial School for Boys, an institution for homeless, impoverished, or delinquent boys that was run by a Roman Catholic order known as the Xaverian Brothers.

There has been a lot of speculation about what was the final straw that led his parents to take their son to St. Mary’s. Babe’s sister, Mamie, said it was only because he wouldn’t go to school. But Mamie was just two years old at the time, and her memory always found the rosiest version of their childhood. There was one report that a pistol had been fired during a fight in his father’s saloon, and when a neighbor complained, the Baltimore juvenile authorities ruled that a saloon was no place to bring up a child and ordered him taken to St. Mary’s. Another account said that his mother had become more seriously ill, and his father could not be responsible for him. The only reason given on the admission papers at St. Mary’s was that he was “incorrigible.”

He was seven years old.

Whatever the reason, Little George only stayed for a month the first time he was enrolled there. According to school records, and Babe’s own account, he returned home in July 1902, only to be returned to St. Mary’s in November. His parents moved to a new apartment just before Christmas that year, and he again joined them. He lived with his parents for just over a year but was sent back to St. Mary’s in 1904. For most of the rest of his childhood—except for a couple of other times on “parole,” as Babe called his periods away from the school—St. Mary’s was his home.

From the start at St. Mary’s, Little George was taught to read and write. The purpose of the school, however, was also to teach the disadvantaged boys in its care the skills that would help them find a useful life for themselves. George took classes in tailoring and shirtmaking, and throughout his time there it was assumed that when he finally left at the age of twenty-one, he would be qualified to find a job as a tailor.

The main skill that Little George learned at St. Mary’s, however, was how to swing a baseball bat. And the man he had to thank for that—and did, throughout his life—was a member of the Xaverian Order known as Brother Matthias.
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