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For 
Isabel and Sofia, 
my wonder girls








I don’t see any point in playing the game if you don’t win. Do you?


—Babe Didrikson Zaharias






If we have that one shot in us, we must have thousands more—the problem is to get them out, to let them out.


—John Updike






Prologue



Matinee at the Palace

They began lining up for the early matinee at the Palace Theater not long after dawn. Blazing in block letters on the theater’s marquee were the names Fifi D’Orsay, a B-movie actress usually cast as a saucy French girl, and a musical group called Bob Murphy and the California Collegians. But no one had scrambled out of bed on a frosty Chicago winter morning for them. No, the people had come to witness the unlikeliest of vaudeville debuts, the invitation glowing high atop the theater’s marquee: “BABE” DIDRIKSON—IN PERSON—WORLD’S GREATEST WOMAN ATHLETE. High above the Palace roof, a single gigantic word—BABE—shimmered in golden lights, an electric carnival barker shouting the name into the sky.


It was January 27, 1933, and the people had come to find out the answer to a peculiar question: Is there anything Babe Didrikson cannot do?


Practically every sports fan in America could recite the highlights of Babe’s all-sport résumé: how she could run fast and far and jump high and long. They knew she could throw a nasty curveball and smash a baseball into the next county. They knew she was an all-American basketball player, outfoxing defenders with quickness and guile, head fakes, and stutter steps. She could swim with speed and endurance, scamper across a gridiron wearing pads and a helmet, and outhit and outwit the sharpest billiards hustlers. They knew Babe had stormed her way into the worldwide sports pantheon at the 1932 Olympic Games in Los Angeles, winning two gold medals and a silver medal while etching her name in the record books.


But… this?


At the age of twenty-one, just five months after her Olympic triumph, Babe suddenly had the audacity to spin the roulette wheel of her athletic career, letting it ride on a vaudeville stage, of all places. In those pretelevision years and earliest days of films with sound, the vaudeville stage was still one of America’s leading entertainment tickets. Wedded to its tradition of quick-witted improvisation, vaudeville was renowned for its ruthless and often lethal unpredictability. It had a way of chewing up the ill-prepared or fainthearted, and the audience relished whatever disastrous moment awaited a jittery performer. Nothing was more intoxicating for a vaudeville crowd than the chance to deliver a harsh comeuppance to some ham-and-egger and then watch him or her slink offstage, leaving behind the footlights for some two-bit career unloading trucks or sweeping floors. Some in the audience no doubt hoped that kind of embarrassment would befall Babe Didrikson. Everyone knew she had earned a place among the biggest names in sports, right up there with Red Grange, Jim Thorpe, Bill Tilden, and Babe Ruth. But this seemed beyond her reach.


Here, in the final somber weeks of the Herbert Hoover Presidency, many Americans took comfort in the thought that Hoover was busy packing and would move out of the White House soon. President-elect Franklin Delano Roosevelt was assembling his cabinet and preparing for his inauguration just five weeks away. Many Americans doubted that FDR—or anyone else, for that matter—possessed the know-how to lift the country out of a deep ditch. The Depression was going to last forever, and, like a natural disaster, it discriminated against no one, handing out calamities in equal portions to street sweepers and bank executives, stockbrokers and stock buyers, dress designers and seamstresses, theater owners and theatergoers.


The owners of the Palace were especially worried. Built just six years earlier to take advantage of all the shrillness of America’s giddiest and gaudiest decade, with embellishments designed to evoke the royal palaces at Versailles and Fontainebleau, this monument to Roaring Twenties excess was now struggling for survival. Formerly the tough-ticket showplace for headliners such as Mae West, Jimmy Durante, Sophie Tucker, and Bob Hope, the Palace had been relegated to featuring also-rans performing before a valley of vacant maroon seats. It seemed that everyone in Chicago was hoarding their nickels and dimes for the city’s new movie houses or staying home to listen to Eddie Cantor and Bing Crosby on the radio.


George P. Emerson, a Chicago advertising man with an eye for a good stunt, decided there was one woman who just might pump life into the Palace: Mildred Ella “Babe” Didrikson, a genuine American sports heroine and a vaudeville novice, onstage—for one week only!


Sure enough, around the Palace that wintry day, there was reason for hope. By late morning, hundreds of people had formed a raucous three-block line stretching down Randolph Street. Rainy-day nickels and dimes stashed in coffee cans and beneath mattresses were pushed through the ticket windows. Every ticket was sold for the early matinee.


At noon, the Palace’s wide doors swung open, and the boisterous crowd surged into the theater’s sumptuous lobby. Ticket holders paused to gape at the glittering designs leaping up the walls in gold leaf and oak. A few women stopped to touch up their hair and makeup in the oversized mirrors framed by sweeps of violet and ivory marble.


After settling into their seats, audience members buzzed with anticipation: Why would Babe agree to do such a preposterous thing? Is she dead broke? Will she bomb? The prognostications were divided almost evenly along gender lines. The men guessed at the number of minutes that would elapse before Babe fell flat on her face. The women just smiled, hoping and half-certain that the men would be counting until kingdom come.


With her eyes squinted into slits, Babe peeled back the maroon velvet curtain just enough to spy on the buzzing crowd filling the two thousand seats. She had always suffered pre-performance jitters, and manic stomach pains often kept her awake the night before a big athletic competition. As she peeked, she felt the usual riot of butterflies. Losing a competition was one thing, but nothing could be worse than facing an orchestra of ridicule from a sold-out vaudeville crowd. Babe inhaled deeply and, not for the first time that day, whispered, “My Lord, I can’t go through with this…”


“Two minutes to curtain,” the stage manager said. “Quiet, everyone… Babe, go to the lobby.” No time for second thoughts. Babe stepped out a side door and sprinted down a long corridor toward the front of the Palace.


The theater lights dimmed, the crowd hushed, and the curtain raced skyward. The audience cheered until they noticed that Babe was not on the stage. A swirling white spotlight landed on a trim, middle-aged man dressed in a sensible gray business suit and sitting behind an ebony baby grand piano. The man introduced himself as George Libbey, a vaudeville veteran from New York City. A restless murmur rippled over the filled seats, and he responded with a be-patient half smile.


The piano player asked the audience if they were ready to meet Babe Didrikson. The crowd roared yes. Without another word, Libbey started to play a fast-paced tune. The audience began to clap along with the music, and then a woman’s voice shot out from the back of the house.


The music stopped, and everyone turned around in their seats to see the purposeful young woman striding down the left-hand aisle toward the stage. It was Babe, chattering in her unmistakable Texas twang about having just arrived in icy Chicago after a glorious Florida vacation. She wore a long green swagger coat, high-heeled spectator shoes, and a Panama hat. As she approached the footlights of the stage and the crowd got a good look at her, Babe’s chatter was drowned out by a lusty cheer. She beamed, waved, and grabbed an oversized microphone.


“As I was saying…,” Babe said, and the crowd laughed.


Babe was not glamorous, but her face was striking and intelligent, with impish hazel eyes, a hawk nose, and a slightly crooked, thin-lipped grin—all framed by closely cropped chestnut hair. She stood 5 feet 6½ inches tall, weighed 132 pounds, and walked with a champion athlete’s loping gait. Unlike most of the great, blocky male athletes of her era, Babe was lean and smoothly muscled, and she glided with leonine grace. With her head held high, she moved with a striking economy of motion. Something about her steely confidence and her audacious attitude made it impossible to take your eyes off her. Slumped in a third-row seat, George Emerson watched Babe beam at the audience and thought, She’s the real thing.


The piano player asked Babe a few questions about her trip north before playing the introduction to a popular tune, “Fit as a Fiddle (and Ready for Love).” Babe raised the microphone to her lips and began to sing, toying with the lyrics:




I’m fit as a fiddle and ready to go.


I could jump over the moon up above.


I’m fit as a fiddle and ready to go.






I haven’t a worry and haven’t a care.


I feel like a feather just floating on air.


I’m fit as a fiddle and ready to go.




Her voice was smooth, on-key, and remarkably buoyant. She even dropped an improvised “boop-boop-a-dee-dee,” in an exaggerated baritone, bringing the crowd to its feet.


Babe then kicked off her high heels and quickly slipped on a pair of rubber-soled track shoes. She peeled off her coat, revealing a red, white, and blue Olympic team warm-up jacket emblazoned with the initials U.S.A. and satin shorts. Babe bounded onstage and began running on a treadmill. Behind her was a large, white-faced clock attached to a black velvet backdrop. As she ran, the clock’s long arm kept time. Another woman ran onstage, jumped on a second treadmill, and simulated a race against Babe. The treadmills had been rigged, making it look as if Babe rushed through a white-tape finish as the winner. The crowd cheered as Babe smiled and ran a victory lap onstage, her fists thrust above her head. She then teed up a few plastic golf balls and used a nine-iron to smack them into the crowd, her grin widening as audience members lunged for the souvenirs.


As the crowd pleaded for another trick, Babe craned her neck to look at a large sign on an easel at the foot of the stage. The sign usually carried the name of the current act. Today it featured her name. As she studied it with a puzzled expression on her face, George Libbey asked, “What are you looking at, Babe?”


“Oh, I’m just looking to see who the hell’s on,” she said, and the audience laughed.


Someone offstage tossed Babe a harmonica for the show’s grand finale. She played “Jackass Blues,” “When Irish Eyes Are Smiling,” and “Begin the Beguine,” her harmonica swinging and singing.


She was onstage for just eighteen minutes, but it was long enough to establish her as vaudeville’s brightest new star. The next day, in the Chicago Daily Tribune, a stage critic named Clark Rodenbach wrote, “Friday afternoon was the ‘Babe’s’ first time behind footlights, and the girl from the Lone Star state took the hurdle as gallantly as she ever did on the track.”


Babe was paid $1,000 for a single week of shows—four or five performances each day. It was a preposterous sum of money at a time when some women were making 6 cents an hour for muscle-wearying work. Just a few months earlier, Babe was earning $75 a month from the Employers Casualty Insurance Company of Dallas, where she worked as a clerk.


Within several days, Babe’s show had become the most sought-after ticket in Chicago and the talk of the vaudeville circuit across the nation. Jack Dempsey, the former heavyweight boxing champion, sat in the VIP section for a performance. Babe was so popular that George Emerson scheduled vaudeville appearances for her in Manhattan and Brooklyn. Performing onstage was “beginning to get in my blood,” Babe recalled.


In New York, Babe’s pay would increase to $1,200 a week. (She later claimed that her salary was going to be $2,500 a week.) But the money could not make up for the fact that the vaudeville stage was not the place for an athlete to make a living. Despite the show’s glowing reviews, the fit wasn’t quite right.


Before long, Babe’s routine had become routine. Chicago audiences came to her show knowing the outcome, applause was all but guaranteed, and there was no longer even the threat of embarrassment. Babe began to complain about being forced to apply “that grease paint” before each show. Worst of all, she had to spend all her time indoors, either at the theater or in her hotel room.


She missed the joy of competition, a longing that was underscored each time she ran a fixed race on a rigged treadmill against a stagehand. Babe wanted to win again for real.




Part I
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Poppa’s Fables


The girl would close her eyes and try to remember the hurricane—the black, rolling clouds, sideways rain, and a roar so loud you could feel it in your bones. She would try to remember the sudden way that the storm banged on the door and then took its time and lingered, assaulting her ears for hours until it was suddenly quiet, the calm like the wake of an uninvited guest who had worn out his welcome, but not before leaving behind a big mess. She was four years old when the killer storm barreled into her hometown, arriving just a few hours after her mother gave birth to her baby brother. Too young, she couldn’t remember anything about her brother’s arrival or the howling storm that followed. But she would never forget her father’s telling and retelling of the hurricane story and the way hearing it made tiny goose bumps stand up on her skinny arms and the back of her neck.


Perched atop her father’s knee, young Babe spent many hours listening to stories—some true, some imagined, some a blend of both. Her father, Ole, was a seafarer who left Norway with his family to become a furniture maker in East Texas, where he found fine pay and finer weather. She called him Poppa, and to Babe and her brothers and sisters, no one could cobble together a better tale, even if much of it seemed, at first, almost impossible to believe. “What a bang we used to get out of his stories about his experiences,” Babe recalled years later. “We’d huddle around him and listen like mad.”


Poppa’s fables were genially preposterous. Most of his stories featured himself as the swashbuckling star, a kind of Viking Huck Finn of the Seven Seas. In one, he was stranded for weeks on a deserted island, where he was forced to hunt wild monkeys to survive. In another, one of his seventeen trips around Cape Horn ended when a storm shattered his ship into a million pieces. He bobbed atop the ocean surface clinging with one hand to a mast rope tied to a jagged shard. With the other hand, he saved a man from drowning.


But it was the hurricane story that young Babe asked her father to repeat again and again, mostly because she was the littlest hero in a tale full of frightened grown-ups.


Poppa always started the same way. He said it was a rare thing for a family to lose a home but gain a baby boy on a single box on the calendar. The newest member of the family was born in the early-morning hours of August 16, 1915, in Poppa and Momma’s bedroom in the family’s two-story wood-and-cement-block house at 2230 Seventh Street in Port Arthur, a town nestled on Texas’s Gulf Coast. Not long after the baby woke up hungry after his first long nap, a hurricane suddenly swamped the coast. Poppa said that the wind sounded like a giant freight train had jumped off its tracks and soared upward, careening around the sky in crazy half circles like a cut-loose helium balloon.


“We was so scared,” Babe’s older sister Lillie, who was six at the time, recalled. But not everyone was flat with fear.


The way Poppa told it, as the gale-force storm approached, Babe danced in the tumult, running happily in circles as neighbors fled or hunkered down deep inside their shuttered homes. Her father liked to say that Babe was the only person on Seventh Street to laugh at the wind.


The hurricane hit so hard that floodwaters filled the first floor of their house, and the family was forced to retreat to a second-story bedroom. Poppa had no choice but to sweep Babe up in his arms and carry her to the bedroom closet, where everyone, even the baby, rode out the storm. Wind gusts exceeded 120 miles per hour, and the rain fell for nearly 24 hours, killing 275 people and causing an estimated $56 million worth of damage. Never once during the storm, not even for a moment, did Babe take on the worried expression creasing her momma’s face, Poppa said.


“Everything was gone in the flood—ducks, chickens, trees, beds, money, dishes, everything,” Lillie explained. “We didn’t save nothin’. We just got out of town.”


Poppa had a more poetic way of putting it. He liked to say that the storm blew the family seventeen miles inland, to the town of Beaumont, where they moved in late 1915. As a young girl, Babe imagined an invisible force powering the family into the air and carrying them that distance. Poppa and Momma christened the baby boy Arthur Storm, but the name didn’t stick; he would always be called Bubba.


As a teenager, Babe convinced herself—and tried to tell anyone who would listen—that she could remember everything about that day’s drama, even the sound of Bubba’s first breath as the storm was bearing down on them. In reality, one of the most important pieces of the story—the fact that Poppa was there, in the middle of the action—wasn’t even true. Poppa had been at sea, on a tanker that didn’t bring him home until nine days after the storm. The story’s real hero was Momma, who gave birth to Bubba, assisted only by the family doctor, with her six young children surrounding her. Momma then crawled out of bed and protected those children, and the baby, from the whipping winds and the rising floodwaters. There was nothing malicious about the way Poppa told the story. After all, he always talked about how brave Momma was, too. Perhaps Poppa told the story that way to impress and flatter Babe, Lillie later said, but also to ease his own conscience about not being there to comfort Momma in childbirth and protect his family.


Babe didn’t hold a grudge against her father for the fib. The truth merely increased her already immense respect for her mother, who doted on her youngest daughter in a way that Poppa never did. But Poppa’s fables taught Babe a lesson: no matter how improbable a story may sound, if you tell it right, people will savor every word. Tell it well enough, and no one will ever doubt even the tallest tale.


By the end of the nineteenth century, Beaumont, Texas, was a slow, quaint town without much ambition besides maintaining a sleepy status quo. Its main street, such as it was, had a not-quite-finished feel, as if the town’s forefathers had run out of supplies or had fled to avoid the moneymen. The dense, humid air was hardly the right motivator to get people to do much of anything. Residents took their time with the simplest tasks—strolling along the dusty streets, ambling off to school, sipping a hot cup of joe in front of the Black Cat Coffee Shop. They never felt the need to rush. Hurrying just encouraged the sweat to cascade down their backs or seep into their eyes. Besides, anyone who had lived in Beaumont for a spell knew there was no point hurrying anywhere. Even if you were inclined to hurry to one of the town’s few hospitable places—the Alamo Café, where men shuffled up the back stairs to buy a lady’s companionship, or the Hotel Beaumont’s Rose Room, which offered a variety of fine whiskeys—you were just going to lie down or sit down when you got to wherever you were going, in the shade, if you were lucky, or better yet on a porch. There was plenty to complain about, too, but few bothered. Even if someone listened, it wouldn’t change anything.


The town was built on cattle, lumber, and rice milling. After word got out that Sam Houston once took a long, restorative bath in the mineral waters of Sour Lake, just outside town, a few folks took the trouble to try to lure tourists to Beaumont, but that hope depended on Beaumont being something other than Beaumont. A more durable way to earn a living was making moonshine. Distilleries quickly multiplied along the hardscrabble outskirts of town. Meanwhile, horseback preachers christened those outskirts the Alligator Circuit because of the dangers lurking in the swamps along the west bank of the Neches River: water moccasins, alligators, and the occasional human hazards, mostly bootleggers with a low tolerance for a man on a horse reading Scripture and peddling salvation.


In 1900, fewer than ten thousand people lived in Beaumont, and less than half that number lived in Port Arthur, to the southeast. People preferred just keeping to themselves. Indeed, staying out of your neighbor’s business was a matter of civic pride in Jefferson County. This was still as fine a place as any in Texas to lay low, go on the lam, or sit in the shade with a tall glass of lemonade and watch the world slide by. To awaken an area from that kind of slumber, you’d need a big-bang kind of attention grabber. Sure enough, in January 1901 a gusher of oil erupted from the earth three miles south of Beaumont. Within a week, a black lake stretched over an area more than three hundred acres across. The Lucas Gusher, produced by the prick of a nearly worthless patch of land known as Spindletop, was soon churning out 100,000 barrels of oil a day.


Practically overnight, everything—and everyone—in East Texas changed. Old cattlemen became oil wildcatters, and refineries were built on top of lumberyards. Beaumont started hustling. It seemed as if everywhere you looked, new drill holes, followed by new pipelines, were being carved out of the ground. Men and women who used to shuffle lazily along the streets began rushing everywhere, perspiring furiously in the scorching heat. No more dawdling—there was a boom to catch.


Nothing moved faster than the price of land. A man who could not get $150 for a small chunk of scrubland back in 1898 sold it for $20,000 after the gusher. Fifteen minutes later, the buyer of the same piece of scrubland turned around and sold it for $50,000. It was crazy money, made crazier in just the time it took to change your overalls.


In 1905, when Ole Nickolene Didriksen stepped off a Norwegian tanker docked at Port Arthur, just west of the Texas-Louisiana border, he explored the cluster of new towns busily pursuing the big oil hustle. He listened eagerly to the locals chattering about fresh oil and fast money. He soaked up the humid air, imagining that the warmth would allow his three small children—Ole Jr., Dora, and Esther—to spend most of their time outdoors. (“Get plenty of exercise,” Ole would tell his children, “and keep your bowels clear.”) Like the rest of the people in this newly minted patch of East Texas, Ole rushed toward a new and better life. Everything he saw was irresistible. East Texas was about as far from Oslo as you could get, but it did not take long for Ole to see that this was the perfect place to start over.


The nation’s immigration rules required him to live and work in the United States for three years before his family could join him, so the Didriksen family stayed behind in Oslo. Ole began working as an odd-jobs carpenter based at the port. His father had taught him how to transform wood into objects that were as beautiful as they were useful—a mahogany chassis for the frame of an old Model T Ford or a miniature sailing ship moored inside a small-mouthed bottle. The oil money made it possible for the wealthy to have a lot of things built or rebuilt for them. Even the working class felt more secure knowing that there was oil in the ground nearby.


Within days of setting up shop at the port, Ole considered himself blessed. After work and on weekends, he built a sturdy wooden house for his family on a small patch of land on Seventh Street, in a development of homes owned by Gulf Oil. The house, with a long porch and tall windows, eight on each side, was meant to resemble the interior of a ship, with built-in walnut cabinets and hidden mahogany cupboards. He used the finest wood: the two-by-fours were marked with the letter B, indicating that they were made of the best material available. Beneath an eave, extending from the front porch, Ole put a metal flagpole, and each morning he unfurled the Stars and Stripes in the breeze. “I’m a Norwegian,” he liked to say, “but nobody’s a prouder American than I am.”


By the summer of 1908, Ole Didriksen was making enough money to support his family—barely. His wife, Hannah, and his three children arrived in Port Arthur on a muggy August afternoon. Hannah shielded her eyes from the hazy sun and looked suspiciously at the oil tankers belching fumes and the black oil rigs poking the big Texas sky. She smelled the stench of petroleum and listened to the gears grumbling inside the enormous refineries. Standing on the dock, surrounded by her children, her husband, and half a dozen travel cases, Hannah began to cry.


“My Momma, she told me that she couldn’t believe what she seen—nothin’ but oil, oil, oil, and she just couldn’t stand it,” Babe’s sister Lillie recalled years later. “My Momma, she cried and cried and cried to think she had left beautiful, beautiful ol’ Norway for this.”


Hannah Marie Olson was the daughter of a Bergen shoemaker. She stood about five feet four inches and moved with the effortless gait of an athlete. Later, Ole was convinced that he had given Babe her athletic gifts, but Babe always attributed them to her mother. “When I was grown up,” Babe recalled, “I once got her to try swinging a golf club. She had the prettiest swing you ever saw for someone who’d never done it before.”


During her first few months in Port Arthur, Hannah tried to make the best of it, but nothing came easily. For one thing, she struggled to speak and understand English. For another, she never seemed to have enough money to pay all the bills. Ole had good months and bad months, but when things turned bad, he struggled to make even $100 a month—the minimum the family needed to survive. The most important thing to Hannah was giving her children a happy home. When money was tight, she worked hard to keep up her spirits and to hide any sense of hardship from her children. But keeping a lid on those troubles, like everything else about their new life in America, was not easy.


Lillie and her twin brother, Louis, were born in 1909, the first Americans in the Didriksen family. At 5:30 a.m. on June 26, 1911, another girl, the Didriksens’ sixth child, arrived. They named her Mildred Ella. For the next four years—until Bubba and the storm arrived in Port Arthur—Mildred was the baby of the family, and Momma doted on her. “Min Bebe,” she would coo to her, or just “Bebe.”


When Mildred was just six weeks old, Momma noticed that she knew exactly what she wanted and never hesitated to tell you. When she was tired or hungry or just fussy, she let you know, ferociously. “How is it with this girl, Hannah, I’m afraid no crib I can build is going to hold her,” Ole said. Bebe was eventually shortened to Babe, the name Mildred would be called for the rest of her life. “When Babe was born we all called her the Baby, and later when Bubba was born, we kept it up,” her oldest brother, Ole Jr., explained. “Bubba couldn’t say Mildred, and in some way Bubba shortened the Baby to Babe, and the whole family took it up and it stuck.” No one—not the children or Poppa or even Momma, who had named her—believed that “Mildred” was the proper thing to call this little girl.
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The Only Girl


Whenever anyone saw Babe, she was running, usually barefoot, and always pretty fast for a girl who couldn’t have been more than eight or nine. And the observant residents of Beaumont’s South End figured Babe wasn’t running to get somewhere on time; they figured she was fleeing the scene of her latest act of mischief.


When she was no more than ten, a dare from a boy made Babe jump off the unfinished roof of a half-built house. Her fall, if it could be called that, was one of those awkward crashes, broken, thankfully, by a giant pile of soft sand. The children watching laughed as if the fall were another of Babe’s staged pratfalls, until they heard her shriek with pain. A piece of wood had punctured her right leg, eventually leaving a jagged scar shaped like a golf driver. The next day, with her leg still wrapped in bandages, Babe performed the same stunt again. This time, there was an even larger audience. Babe crashed into the sand just as hard as she had the day before, but with more painful results: three cracked ribs. News of the double jump flabbergasted the neighborhood parents, who informed their sons and daughters that any kid willing to dive off the roof of a house two days in a row was just wild for the sake of it or, worse, dumb as a brick.


It didn’t take long before most folks in the South End began referring to Babe as “that Didriksen girl” or “the worst kid on Doucette Street,” where the Didriksens now lived. Each phrase was delivered with either an annoyed frown or a grim roll of the eyes. The labels were not applied just because Babe appeared determined to find new ways to endanger herself, as she did when she climbed the flagpole in front of Magnolia Elementary School to balance herself on top like a curious crow—just to see what it would be like to have the world at her feet. (“One day I heard the kids outside yelling for me,” recalled the school principal, Effie Piland. “I went outside and there was Mildred, sitting on top of the flagpole. She had climbed to the top and I told her to come down.”) Instead, the neighborhood’s residents were concerned that Babe’s antics would endanger the safety of others. Babe often encouraged her big sister Lillie to join her in a dangerous game of hitching a ride on a slow-moving freight car, then jumping off as the train accelerated. “Sometimes we got skinned up,” Lillie said, “but we never got hurt no worse than that.” More than once, the game came close to ending tragically when Babe slipped while running alongside the train and barely escaped being yanked beneath its churning wheels.


Led by Babe, the neighborhood kids engineered an annual Halloween prank that targeted the motormen responsible for driving the streetcars up and down Doucette Street. A ride cost 6 cents for adults and 3 cents for kids, a price that was out of reach for Babe and her pals. So they sought revenge by lathering up the tracks with Octagon laundry soap, bedeviling the drivers when they applied their brakes. After a streetcar finally eased to a halt or regained its proper path, one of the kids—usually Babe—shimmied up to the car’s roof and yanked the trolley pole off its wire. This forced the sweaty motorman to get out, scramble to the roof, and struggle to reinstall it. To the neighborhood kids, there was no more entertaining sight than that.


One Halloween evening, Babe made the mistake of targeting a streetcar that just happened to be carrying her father home after work. A few blocks from home, the streetcar began to slip and lurch on the soap-slicked tracks. In the dusk, Ole saw a kid running and laughing alongside the car. Without the benefit of good light, he mistook the culprit to be Babe’s older brother Louis. Ole’s horror doubled when the troublemaker stumbled and slipped in the mud, nearly getting dragged under the car’s wheels. When Ole called Louis’s name, Babe, dressed in Louis’s old shirt and slacks, turned and dashed home, sliding beneath the porch to avoid the sting of Poppa’s belt. After hiding there until nearly midnight, she confessed that it was she, not her brother, who had soaped the tracks. She figured it just wouldn’t be right to let Louis take the blame for her prank. As was often the case with her father, her honest confession, given with a slight cock of her head and a big smile, spared her the whipping she had coming. Although her father tried not to play favorites among his seven children, the girls usually won the benefit of the doubt.


Suffice it to say, Babe’s behavior was unusual. In the early 1920s, girls were taught to be little ladies, seen and rarely heard, and the parents of Beaumont had never seen a girl quite like that Didriksen ruffian. Babe was rambunctious because that’s how boys behaved. She learned that her acts of derring-do were a way not only to attract the boys’ attention but also to win their respect—and that’s all that mattered to her. Winning their respect meant she’d be included in their games.


Parents began assuming that Babe was the chief instigator of every neighborhood mishap—a window smashed by a baseball, a bed of daffodils crushed by a football, a house pelted with a few dozen rotten eggs. Even when she was not responsible, she got the blame. “Babe was known as a little tartar and the neighborhood pest,” recalled Emma Andress, a Doucette Street resident and childhood acquaintance. Another classmate proclaimed Babe “a tomboy with no manners.”


The neighborhood children were warned not to emulate “that Didriksen girl,” and the parents reached an easy consensus: Babe should be sent away to reform school, for her own good and everybody else’s—a recommendation that Momma and Poppa chose to ignore (in part because there wasn’t enough money to pay for it). But among the children, Babe could always be counted on to navigate her way—and theirs—out of the worst pickles. “If we got into trouble,” recalled one of Babe’s pals, Frances Mazolla Hughes, “we would go to the Babe and she would always take care of us. She was always for the underdog. We clung to her.” Even the boys—especially the boys—thought that anyone called the worst kid on Doucette Street was someone to keep an eye on, maybe even show a little respect to, even if she was just a dumb girl.


Doucette was a straight ribbon of dirt and mud that connected the South End’s two unsightly but necessary landmarks. At one end of the street was the Magnolia Oil Refinery, southern Beaumont’s largest employer and one of the largest refineries in Texas. It was perpetually encased by a thick oily haze belched from its cluster of wheezing smokestacks and humming, crisscrossing pipes. At the other end was the town’s bustling train yard. The lattice of tracks served as a launching pad for the convoy of northbound freight trains loaded with freshly refined oil and headed for Houston, Dallas, and points beyond.


This was Beaumont’s ugly industrial southern backside, a neighborhood that was a one-hour hike from the tourist welcome center near the downtown railway station, which, not coincidentally, faced north. Magnolia Oil wasn’t concerned with creating a leafy neighborhood fit for young families. It wanted to shoehorn as many employees as possible within walking distance of the refinery. Even if each house on Doucette had been painted a different color, they all would have looked the same—shotgun-style houses with two bedrooms, a kitchen, a dining room, a living room, and a small front porch. (The shotgun house was so named because if you stood on the front porch and fired a shotgun through the door, the pellets would travel through the house and clean out the back door.) The houses were built on cookie-cutter lots divided by low green hedges that stood just above knee-high on an adult.


In the Didriksens’ house at 850 Doucette Street, there was not nearly enough space for a couple with seven children. Poppa yearned to live in a big, wide-open, rambling country house, and he tried to execute that dream with his toolbox. He built a wraparound, enclosed porch that ran along one side of the house and went around back. After he installed a partition down the middle of the porch, the girls slept on one side and the boys on the other. This gave the kids a chance to enjoy “real fresh-air sleeping,” Babe said.


More space for more beds translated into more space to clean. Every Saturday, twenty-eight tall porch windows had to be washed by hand, a chore that usually fell to Babe and Lillie. The girls were also asked to scrub the linoleum floors, a job that would be backbreaking for an adult. Hannah told them that the proper way to get the job done was to get on their hands and knees and scrub until the floors gleamed. “Don’t let that dirt in the corner laugh at you,” she said. “Get it out.”


Babe used the chore’s drudgery to invent a new indoor sport. With soapy water an inch deep on the linoleum, she ran and slid the full length of the floor, once falling and splitting her knee wide open. She also used shoelaces to fasten scrub brushes to her bare feet so that she could skate around on the soapsuds. It was no surprise that the job usually did not get done right, and Hannah, whom Babe called “strictly sweet,” would have to enforce the rules.


“Babe, look at that,” she would say, pointing at a patch of dirt lurking in some corner. “Is that right?”


“No, ma’am, that’s not right, but I had to leave. The ball game was going to start.”


“Well, you go do it now. And do it right.”


Do it now and do it right. This became the Didriksen family motto. Babe soon applied this lesson to the way she competed on the South End’s playgrounds and sandlots. For Babe, the games of baseball, football, and basketball took priority over homework and household chores, even if it meant getting a whipping.


Babe wasn’t tall, but she was lean and lanky and had long, skinny legs. Her brown hair was cut in a Dutchboy style. She had the rough-edged mannerisms of a boy, even down to the way she thrust one leg in front of the other when posing for a picture. At that time, it wasn’t enough for Babe to look like a boy and act like a boy. She wanted to be a boy. Then she’d be able to play all the games that boys played, no questions asked. And she wanted to beat the boys. She tried playing ball with the girls, but there was nothing challenging about that.


Before anyone had figured out what Babe was capable of, the boys on Doucette Street—including Babe’s older brothers—rolled their eyes whenever she and Lillie showed up on the sandlot, demanding to join their football game. Hannah told the boys to let Babe, Lillie, and a few other neighborhood girls play with them, but on one condition: “Don’t tackle the girls.” So the boys had no choice but to play touch football, although Babe grumbled that she’d rather play tackle.


Led by Babe, a few of the girls eventually became regular players in the boys’ baseball games, which were often played inside the tight confines of the Didriksens’ backyard. There was more than one hazard to avoid in the yard, such as Momma’s clotheslines whipping in the humid breeze and Poppa’s big toolbox. Beyond the imaginary outfield fence, there were rosebushes, so hitting a home run was often a good thing that turned into trouble. Momma kept telling the boys and girls to keep the baseball out of her roses. Then one day, Momma joined the game and smashed a ball into the middle of her flower bed, crushing a few of her beloved roses. “We never heard any more complaints from her about our ball playing after that,” Babe said.


Even in less physical arenas, Babe’s superiority was quickly demonstrated. At the age of seven, she took up marbles, practicing for hours after school until she was better than anyone in the neighborhood. “She could out-do all the boys,” recalled Effie Piland.


In the Didriksens’ mud-splotched backyard, Ole built an outdoor gymnasium, with metal bars forming a tricky obstacle course. In the garage, he made a barbell out of an old wooden broomstick with a flatiron tied to each end. “He put it there for the boys, so they could strengthen their muscles,” Babe recalled, “but my sister Lillie and I would get in there and work out with it too.” Ole often didn’t have any money to spare for picture shows or ice-cream sodas, but he decided he’d give his children something even more valuable that didn’t cost anything: “I’ll build good bodies for them.”


It worked. By the time she turned ten, Babe was no longer considered a nuisance on the sandlots and ball fields of Doucette Street. She could run, pass, throw, and hit. Almost always, she won. And she didn’t mind razzing you about it. The boys noticed. “All the boys in the neighborhood would come and Babe was always there,” said Raymond Alford, one of the boys who became a close friend of Babe’s. “Let me tell you, she was the only girl, but she was among the first to be chosen…. Ordinarily we didn’t have anything to do with girls then. Babe was different. Once you saw her play, you didn’t mind having her around.”


One afternoon, Momma sent Babe down the block to the grocery store to buy some ground beef for dinner. It was a special night: Lillie was graduating from Magnolia Elementary School, and Hannah and Ole were expecting half a dozen dinner guests. “Hurry,” Hannah told Babe, who ran to the store and bought the meat. On her way home, Babe saw some boys playing baseball in the park behind the school. “I stopped to watch for a minute,” Babe recalled, “and the next thing I knew I was in there playing myself. I laid the package of meat down on the ground. I was only going to play for a couple of minutes, but they stretched into an hour.”


While in the outfield, Babe heard Momma’s frantic screams. Then she saw her mother hunting for her. Babe ran off the field to assure her mother that she had stopped to play for just a moment. “I got the meat, Momma,” Babe said. “It’s right here.” Momma pointed to a spot along the third-base line, and that’s when they were startled to see a big dog chomping on the last few bits of hamburger.


Babe didn’t bother to wait for her mother’s reaction; she turned around and ran. Hannah ran after her. “Poor Momma,” Babe recalled years later. “She couldn’t quite catch me, so she picked up an old piece of rope that was sitting on the ground and swung it at me. She whipped me all the way home with that rope. I was running as fast as I could to stay ahead of her, but she could run fast too.”


Another time, Momma had sprained her ankle by catching her foot in a streetcar’s door. One evening, Babe came home covered with filth. She also had torn the pretty new dress that Hannah had made for her by hand. Momma took one look at Babe and started hobbling after her on her badly sprained ankle. Babe dashed away, as always, then stopped. “Momma, don’t run,” Babe said. “I’ll wait for you.”


Hannah raised her right hand to spank Babe, then stopped, tilted her head back, and laughed. “I can’t whip you,” she said. Momma hugged Babe, whispering, “Min Babe.”


Something about the way Momma hobbled after her, wincing in pain, bothered Babe. She wasn’t really sure what it was. Perhaps it was the weary way that Momma shook her head when she realized Babe had let her down again. Or the plain fact that it hurt Momma physically to try to discipline Babe. Or just the way Momma set her lips in that grim line as she listened to Babe rattle off another far-fetched excuse. All that mattered was Babe vowed to herself that she would never disappoint Momma again.
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The Big Blue Sugar Bowl


As Babe figured it, there was one sure way to make good on her secret vow to stop disappointing Momma: she’d get a job—a real job. Without telling anyone, Babe decided she’d begin working after school. For incentive, she needed only to imagine Momma’s look of surprise when she heard that first fistful of nickels rattling into the big blue sugar bowl, the family piggy bank kept on the kitchen counter.


To Babe and her siblings, it seemed as if all Momma and Poppa talked about was how to make what little money they had stretch a bit further. They always spoke in a rush, sometimes in a rat-a-tat-tat mix of Norwegian and English, as if they were trying to talk faster than the money was being spent. The kids usually had to strain to hear their fast-talk chatter. Sometimes, however, Momma’s and Poppa’s shouts were heard out on Doucette Street, even a ways up the block. In a good month, Poppa brought home more than $100, but it was barely enough to pay the bills. The family’s weekly supply of groceries, pulled home in a wagon by Lillie and Babe from the store near the Magnolia Oil Refinery, cost $16 or $17. “My Gosh,” Babe would say, “all that money for this.”


Momma and Poppa argued often about how they should spend their money. Hannah believed that Ole should give up his two indulgences—a well-stuffed pipe that was usually fired up and a few cold beers with his pals in a tavern not far from the house. She lost that battle. Ole believed that Hannah’s job was to raise the children, because that’s what women were supposed to do. Hannah wanted to do her part to help pay the bills. Ole lost that argument. Hannah took in mountains of laundry, scrubbing it all by hand on an oak washboard and then carefully hanging it on a crisscross of clotheslines to dry. On occasion, she worked as a nurse’s helper. Ole said that the few extra dollars she made were hardly worth Momma being exhausted and unhappy, but Hannah insisted, even if the extra money made only the smallest difference.


Babe noticed how the creases in Momma’s forehead and along the sides of her mouth deepened whenever she was tired or unhappy. Babe’s job, she figured, would erase those lines on Momma’s face. As Momma said, everyone had to do his or her part. But it didn’t occur to Babe that the shopkeepers, merchants, and factory foremen of the South End might not be overly eager to hire a thirteen-year-old, smart-mouthed, barefoot girl, especially one with a reputation for inventing new kinds of trouble. All of the shopkeepers within walking distance of Babe’s house said thanks for the offer, but no thanks—and then they kept their eyes fixed on Babe to be sure she didn’t swipe a candy bar on her way out the door. Finally, a job came looking for Babe. A classmate told Babe that a lot of teenage girls worked on the assembly line at a figs factory.


“A pigs factory?” Babe asked.


“No, figs,” her friend said.


“Oh, OK, swell,” Babe replied. Years later, Babe said, “I guess they didn’t have any child-labor laws in Texas then.”


For 30 cents an hour, Babe sorted figs, separating the bruised and discolored ones from the good ones. She did this until small white blisters appeared on her fingertips, and even afterward.


From there, Babe moved up to a better-paying job sewing up potato gunnysacks for a penny a bag. She sewed quickly, until her hands and wrists were so sore she could barely make a fist. But for a kid not yet in high school, the money was good—four or five dollars a week. Each payday, Babe kept a nickel or dime for herself and took the rest home to Momma, who dropped the coins theatrically into the sugar bowl. Momma not only smiled at the sound, but she gave Babe a bear hug and a kiss on the cheek. “Min Babe,” she whispered.


“Momma,” Babe said, “I don’t want you to spend it on groceries or anything like that. I want you to buy little things for yourself.” But Hannah would never dream of it; that money wasn’t hers. If Babe wanted something—a new doll, a whistle, or a chocolate bar—Hannah would take some change out of the sugar bowl and say, “You go buy what you want, Babe. It’s your money. You earned it.”


But Babe always said no. She accepted the fact that the family’s life on the edge of poverty meant that she’d never get most of the things she wanted. The one exception was a shiny harmonica, which Babe bought for $1.75 after saving up enough nickels and dimes. And she learned to play it well, mimicking the musicians she heard on the radio, during long evenings practicing on the family porch.


Babe figured that once the money was in the sugar bowl, it was family money, and she had no more right to it than a stranger did. The money was meant for food and clothing for her brothers and sisters and, of course, for Momma and Poppa. Babe later recalled that it was easy to turn down Momma’s offers of a few extra nickels to buy treats. After all, what right did Babe have to dip her hand in the sugar bowl when Momma never did? Besides, there weren’t enough nickels in that bowl to buy enough fun for seven children.


Babe was an observant girl, and she was especially sensitive to the things left unsaid between her parents when it came to money. Babe winced every time she heard Poppa quietly cursing himself when he couldn’t spare a nickel for Louis to go to the movies with his friends. And she saw Momma’s face darken when there wasn’t enough money for necessities such as a new pair of shoes. “I wore mine to school,” Babe recalled, “but I was barefoot the rest of the time, except on Sundays.” Keeping good shoes on seven growing pairs of feet was enough to bust the budget of any family in Beaumont.


“We went barefoot all the time,” Raymond Alford recalled. “Some of us never did have shoes. Everyone was poor. We weren’t collecting any relief checks, but we were poor.”


Relief checks? Handouts? Out of the question, Hannah insisted, though perhaps that rule could be bent a bit. Her best friend, a Norwegian woman named Laura Hanson, was well-off, the wife of a well-paid chef on a luxury liner. During her husband’s frequent voyages, Mrs. Hanson was often invited to dinner at the Didriksens’, and she never arrived empty-handed. She brought enough food to feed the family and always insisted on cooking it herself. Once a week, she brought a big roast. Hannah didn’t see that as charity because, as Babe put it, “it was a sociable occasion among friends,” and, well, that just didn’t count.


Indeed, Hannah did not want the family to be viewed as a charity case. “Don’t you ever dare take any old clothes from anybody,” she told the children. This edict was a matter of pride. When Babe was no more than twelve, a friend from across the street, an older girl named Anna Louise Mansfield, gave Babe an old houndstooth wool skirt that didn’t fit her anymore. One afternoon, while Hannah was working, Babe ran a pair of scissors through the skirt and used the family sewing machine to add a row of wide, fancy pleats. Before it got dark, Babe put on the skirt and then darted around the neighborhood, twirling fast so that the skirt flared. Babe was so proud of herself. With her own hands, she had made something special out of something that someone didn’t want anymore. That could hardly count as charity, could it?


When Hannah got home that night, she asked Babe, “Where did you get that skirt?”


“Momma, this is Anna Louise’s old skirt,” Babe said. “I made me a flare skirt out of it.”


Hannah thought for a moment, then said, “All right, that’s fine. You did a good job on it.”


Years later, Babe still remembered the infrequent Saturday matinees and the cheap shoes her father bought for her. Not having enough was a childhood ache she never forgot. “I can remember them hamburger days,” Babe often told friends. “Where I go now I gotta have mink.”


“As far back as I can remember,” Babe told a reporter as an adult, “I played with boys rather than girls.”


Dolls and tea parties, jacks and hopscotch didn’t interest Babe. “I preferred baseball, football, foot-racing, and jumping with the boys,” she explained. “I guess the habit of playing with boys made me too rough for the girls’ games. Anyhow, I found them too tame.”


When Babe was twelve, an older and bigger boy named Red Reynolds, a freshman football player, confronted her at Magnolia Elementary School. While a throng of classmates watched, Red told Babe that she wasn’t so tough, and he stuck out his chin, daring her to hit him. Without saying a word, Babe landed a punch on his chin and knocked him “squarely to the floor.” When the principal, Effie Piland, heard about the incident, she didn’t punish Babe, but she warned Babe that if she did it again, she’d be expelled. Piland then did something else, which was a surprising and bold act for 1923: she permitted Babe to play sports with the boys after school. This was no punishment; this was a gift. “She was too good to compete with the girls,” Piland explained to parents astonished by the decision. “They couldn’t interest her for she was too far ahead of them.” And it went without saying that, as Babe’s knockout punch proved, she was as tough as some of the boys, even some who were older than she was.


Just because Babe was permitted to play on the boys’ teams, that didn’t mean the boys necessarily liked it or easily accepted it. She was different, more like a boy than a girl, a phenomenon that was unsettling for most boys. (Babe was so sensitive about those differences that in high school, she looked for other ways to fit in, changing the spelling of her last name from “Didriksen” to “Didrikson.” “I didn’t want people to think I was a Swede.”) Most of Babe’s new teammates teased her mercilessly, and the audacity of her knockdown punch increased peer pressure among the boys to test her toughness. They tapped her on the arm, thumped her back, clawed at her hair, and dared her to take another poke at another thrust-out chin. Often two or three boys would gang up on her. Babe might walk away, but she eventually sought payback on the playground, cornering a boy, stepping on his heels, and kicking him until his shins turned blue. “If we didn’t do as she wanted us to,” classmate John Lockhart said, “she’d chase us down and sit on us until we promised to play by her rules.”


Babe also instigated fights with black boys and girls. When asked to explain the bruises on her face at school one morning, Babe said, “Oh, some niggers wouldn’t get out of my way and I had to cold-cock ’em.” It was the ugly language and bigotry of her neighborhood and of the era, but to some friends of Babe, she seemed to relish any chance to pick on the black boys and girls.


“She really did hate blacks in those days,” said a physical education teacher of Babe’s. “I think she went out of her way to antagonize them and truly, to hurt them.”


For the impoverished kids of the South End, a racist attack was a crude way of proving their toughness. And proving their toughness, in sports and in life, was the fastest, surest way for them to communicate. For Babe, beating up and antagonizing blacks also were ways for her to impress the crowd.


Babe was attracted to both fisticuffs and organized sports for a lot of reasons. They were fun, of course, and she was good at them. But excelling in sports also was a sure way to stand out and, with any luck, get out. “I knew that winning in sports was the only way I’d ever be recognized,” Raymond Alford explained. “Babe and I were both from poor families. If you did not have a car or if you did not have money, you were unacceptable. I thought that I might get to be the same as the richer people if I were good at sports; I figured I’d be asked to their parties. Sports were a way of getting to be equal, and I think that’s what carried Babe through and made her work so hard.”


Of course, the difference between Alford’s prospects and Babe’s was enormous. It had everything to do with gender. Alford could dream of college sports stardom, maybe even a shot at playing professional ball. No young girl growing up in the early 1920s had any reasonable chance of living such a charmed life. But that didn’t stop Babe from trying.
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The Highest Hedge


Before I was even into my teens,” Babe wrote near the end of her life, “I knew exactly what I wanted to be when I grew up. My goal was to be the greatest athlete that ever lived. I suppose I was born with the urge to get into sports, and the ability to do pretty well at it.” She may have been born with the urge, but she found the inspiration in the miniaturized type of the sports section of the Beaumont Journal. Ole adored the sports pages, and he passed on that affinity to Babe, who read them every day even before she entered high school.


Babe’s first impressions of the world of sports were formed at a fortuitous time—the apex of the Golden Age of Sport, which was boosted in large part by the public’s love of newspapers. Newspapermen’s mythmaking and outright lies transformed star athletes into sun gods. Each year, the papers dished out ever more sensational reporting, led by the tabloid the New York Daily News, born in 1919. Within a decade, the Daily News boasted one million devoted readers. Dozens of new tabloids tried to match that success, racing to give readers the gaudiest headlines about the era’s most sensational stories—the Lindbergh kidnapping, the shooting murders of Winnie Ruth Judd, the Leopold and Loeb murders. Readers relished articles about outlandish sporting events and flash-in-the-pan fads. Marathon dancing, rocking-chair derbies, and pea-eating contests vied for column inches with the major-league box scores. In 1924, a national flagpole-sitting craze was launched by a thirty-one-year-old daredevil named Alvin “Shipwreck” Kelly, who sat atop a flagpole above a Hollywood theater for thirteen days and thirteen hours straight. He later proposed to a shopgirl from the top of a flagpole. She said yes. (Their divorce six years later was covered even more gleefully.) It was Kelly’s stunt that inspired hundreds of children, including Babe, to climb flagpoles. Sometimes the stunts were even more absurd. A high school senior from Warsaw, Indiana, made an impression on a United Press writer: “Clarence Tillman, 17, a local high school student, put 40 sticks of chewing gum in his mouth at one time, sang, ‘Home Sweet Home,’ and between verses of the song drank a gallon of buttermilk.” The biggest stunts won the biggest headlines.


It was not a coincidence that the most famous and influential sportswriter of the time wrote the prettiest prose poems. Tennessean Grantland Rice described a sporting event as if he were writing a few verses of the Gospels. On an overcast October afternoon in 1924, Rice hunched over his typewriter in the press box at New York City’s Polo Grounds and watched a college football game between Notre Dame and Army. But the next day, in the New York Herald Tribune, his readers saw something else.


“Outlined against a blue-gray October sky, the Four Horsemen rode again,” Rice wrote in one of the most famous lead paragraphs written about a sporting event. “In dramatic lore they are known as Famine, Pestilence, Destruction and Death. These are only aliases. Their real names are: Stuhldreher, Miller, Crowley and Layden. They formed the crest of the South Bend cyclone before which another fighting Army team was swept over the precipice at the Polo Grounds this afternoon as 55,000 spectators peered down upon the bewildering panorama spread out upon the green plain below.”


Rice described his favorite athletes as gods on earth. And God Himself? He was the Official Scorekeeper of Life: “For when the great Scorer comes to write your name, He writes not that you have won or lost, but how you played the game.” Rice’s superlative-spiked columns helped athletes such as Babe Ruth and Red Grange become heroes, earning them far bigger paydays than the President of the United States.


Through such filters and megaphones, Babe’s sporting heroes acquired an almost supernatural combination of grace, grit, and guts. Most of these stars were men; there were only a handful of female athletes at the time. Babe was a fan of the era’s finest woman golfer, the willowy British champion Joyce Wethered, but there were few other women atop podiums.


Whatever Rice had written about “the great Scorer,” Babe thought that how you played the game mattered only if you won. On the philosophy of winning, Babe agreed with General Douglas MacArthur, who opened the Olympic Games in Amsterdam in August 1928 on behalf of the American team by declaring, “We are here to represent the greatest country on earth. We did not come to lose gracefully. We came here to win—and win decisively.”


Soaking up every detail in the Beaumont Journal articles about those Olympics, Babe and her father cheered on the women athletes who, for the first time, were permitted to compete in five track-and-field events—the 100-meter and 800-meter races, the 4 × 100-meter relay, the discus, and the high jump. Not everyone believed that women should be allowed to compete. Some experts were convinced that most athletic events could be harmful to women, while historical purists declared that women should be prohibited because they did not compete in the original Olympic Games in ancient Greece. These arguments were bolstered when some female runners collapsed at the end of the 800-meter race. Some men also ended that race exhausted, but nevertheless many journalists argued that women lacked the stamina to compete in such strenuous athletic events.


Amid the hubbub, the Canadian women’s track-and-field team dominated the action, winning two gold medals, two silver medals, and one bronze. Still, women’s track and field was only on trial in Amsterdam, and it was doubtful that women would be permitted to compete in the next Olympics.


None of that controversy mattered to Babe, who began envisioning a gold medal adorning her chest. “Next year,” Babe told her father, “I’m going to be in the Olympics myself.”


“Babe, you can’t,” Poppa said. “You’ll have to wait four years.”


“Well, why?” she asked. “Why can’t I be in it next year?” Ole explained that the Olympics were held every four years, which to his daughter only made the games sparkle even more. “It sounded like the greatest thing in the world to me—that free trip across the ocean and everything,” Babe recalled. She didn’t know that the next Olympics, in 1932, would be held in the United States, in Los Angeles.


Babe was not alone in her dreams. With the heroics of the Amsterdam games still fresh in their minds, she and her sister Lillie, like a number of American children at the time, set out to become Olympic athletes. They had no idea how to train, no coach, not even an idea about what events they might compete in. When Poppa told them there was no baseball or basketball in the Olympics, the girls settled on track and field. Lillie decided to be a runner, and Babe decided she’d be a hurdler and jumper. “I never was too good at straightaway running,” Babe said. “I didn’t seem to want to stay on the ground. I’d rather jump some obstacle.” And she already had a head start, thanks to years practicing on Poppa’s backyard obstacle course.


From the Didriksens’ porch to the corner grocery store, there were seven hedges marking the property lines of the houses on Doucette Street. Most were cut at about the same height, except one unruly hedge, which had grown taller than Babe. Most kids would have skipped that hedge and just jumped over the other six, but Babe figured that six was not as good as seven, and besides, she’d have to jump ten hurdles at the Olympics. The highest hedge marked the property of the King family. Babe knocked on their door and asked if Mr. King would mind trimming those hedges. Sure enough, he said OK, and he trimmed it to match the others.


“I’d go flying over those hedges,” Babe said later, “and Lillie would race alongside me on the pavement.”


A hurdle used in competition is nearly two inches thick, but the hedges that Babe was clearing were nearly two feet wide. It was impossible to clear them straight-legged, so Babe hurdled by crooking her left leg—the one that she always used for her first step. It looked awkward, but Babe’s crooked-leg hurdling style allowed her to clear the hedges without scratching her legs.


In their races down Doucette Street, Lillie, whom Babe praised as a worthwhile “competitor,” had an obvious edge because she didn’t have to jump over the hedges as she rushed toward the imaginary finish line. But the advantage didn’t stop Babe from trying to beat her big sister. “I worked and worked,” Babe recalled, “and finally got to where I could almost catch her.” Lillie simply “had too much fight in her to want to lose.” But, Babe added, “I was a pretty competitive type myself.”


Babe and Lillie stumbled upon another way to prepare themselves for lives as athletes, but it was as preposterous as it was dangerous. The circus, of all things, came calling.


Across Doucette Street lived a fifty-three-year-old woman named Christine McCandless. She doted on the Didriksen children, who called her Aunt Minnie. To a daredevil like Babe, Aunt Minnie had a dream job: she worked as a butterfly girl for the Barnum and Bailey Circus, which barnstormed across the country. While the circus was “hibernating” during the winter, Aunt Minnie regaled Babe and Lillie with tales of her life performing under the big top. Near the peak of the tent, as Minnie hung from a trapeze by her teeth, with her arms spread out wide, her frilly costume made her look—to a youngster’s eyes, at least—like a fluttering butterfly. “She really did hang by her teeth, Aunt Minnie did,” Lillie recalled decades later.


In the late winter of 1925, when Babe was a few months shy of fourteen, Aunt Minnie pitched a wild idea to Hannah and Ole: what if Babe and Lillie went with her on the road, just for a few weeks, to perform in the circus? There was always a need for youngsters under the big top, especially to do things such as ride the elephants, Aunt Minnie explained. Children had more natural balance than grown-ups, and their unexpected appearance was a guaranteed crowd-pleaser. Besides, Aunt Minnie said, Babe and Lillie would make perfect butterfly girls. Babe even had enough promise to make a very good trapeze artist.


“Naturally, the girls were beside themselves with delight over the thought of it,” Babe’s brother Louis recalled. “They clamored to go. They said it would make them feel like some kind of pioneers, at their tender ages.” Momma and Poppa would have none of it—at first. But Babe “was an awfully hard child to refuse,” Louis said, “when she wanted something.”


Somehow, Aunt Minnie and Babe “talked my Momma into lettin’ Babe and me go along for a while,” Lillie said. Perhaps the prospect of having two fewer mouths to feed, just for a few weeks, appealed to Hannah and Ole. And the girls wouldn’t be gone for long.


The weeklong car ride to California terrified Babe and Lillie, who huddled in the back of Aunt Minnie’s open-air, ramshackle automobile as it wheezed its way along the winding back roads through the mountains and across the desert. Once in California with the circus, Babe and Lillie learned how to walk the tightrope without an umbrella. Babe hung upside down from a trapeze and turned flips, both forward and backward. These things came more easily to Babe than learning how to keep her balance on the back of an enormous elephant—claimed to be the world’s largest—as it lumbered around the center ring. “I loved being on that ol’ thing,” Lillie recalled, “but for some reason Babe was scared. That’s the only time I ever seen her afraid of somethin’ that I wasn’t.” When Babe finally conquered her fear, she even stood on her head on the elephant’s back when the beast was standing still.


As the trip that was supposed to last only a few weeks extended into months, Hannah and Ole grew worried that they would never see Babe and Lillie again. “All of us became frantic,” Louis recalled. Ole figured out that the girls were in California, and he demanded that the circus pay for their train tickets home. The men running the circus sent word that “they would be happy to get rid of” the girls, Louis recalled, but Ole had to come get them. Although the Didriksens had been a hit with the other circus workers at first, now, for some mysterious reason (perhaps because the girls had big appetites), they weren’t.


“It sounded to me mighty like the circus had become disenchanted with my little sisters,” Louis said. “Frankly, I always will believe that the big tent entertained the fear that Babe would start turning the wild animals loose on the towns.”


By train, Poppa caught up to the circus in northern California and collected his two daughters, who were ready to go home. When Babe returned to school in Beaumont, her teachers could tell that she had done almost no schoolwork while she was away, so they held her back a full year in school. But circus life had taught Babe at least one valuable lesson: the more outlandishly you behave, the more the crowd will applaud.


At the age of sixteen, Babe arrived at Beaumont High School with a reputation among her classmates that if you tried to get in her way, you should expect her to knock you down, or at least try. Because she had been held back a year, Babe was a year older and bigger than most of her classmates, a physical advantage that she would often exploit. The phrase that her classmates used to describe her was “the rough and tumble type.” “She had great confidence,” one classmate said. “She believed she could do anything—and she could.”


Babe cared little for academics. All she wanted to do was play sports. This placed her among a handful of girls who were looked down on by the other girls. Babe wore the uniform of the girl athlete—a denim skirt with pockets, gym socks pulled up to the knees, and flat oxford shoes. Her short, straight hair and bangs were plastered down. In contrast, most of her female classmates wore silk stockings, blouses, and high heels, and their hair was waved. These were the daughters of Beaumont’s middle class, and they looked at Babe and laughed. She was an oddity, a tomboy, whose boyish looks and coarse manner made her an instant outsider. And while the girls didn’t like Babe, she didn’t like them either, calling them “sissy-girls.”


“She should have been a boy,” said Sigrid Hill, a classmate. “Lots of people thought she was a boy, but she wasn’t. She was a girl. She was tough.” That toughness—and her tart tongue—became Babe’s armor against taunts and barbs.


One afternoon, Babe sat in the bleachers watching the boys’ football team practice. Raymond Alford, the team’s star and a South End neighbor of Babe’s, was kicking extra points. “I can beat Raymond all to little bits and pieces at kicking,” Babe told coach Lilburn “Bubba” Dimmitt. “You got to let me come out and kick those points for you.”


On a lark, Dimmitt told Babe to show him her stuff. “And, you know,” Alford recalled, “she was better ’n I was—lots better. Bubba really wanted to let Babe try it, but there was no way the school board would let her in the games. The Texas high school rules were flat against letting a girl play a man’s sport. Babe’s poor old heart was broken, but there was nothing to be done.”


Babe’s official first team sport was basketball. Her coach was Beatrice Lytle, the school’s lone female physical education instructor. “Babe was the most teachable person I have ever known,” Lytle recalled years later. “You could explain the rudiments of a golf swing, a basketball movement, and Babe could do it.” Playing for the Miss Royal Purples, Babe was one of the team’s stars. For three years, the team went undefeated, drawing even bigger crowds than the boys’ team. After one of her early games, she met the sports editor and columnist for the Beaumont Journal Bill Scurlock, who would become Babe’s full-time local booster and biographer. Scurlock’s nickname was “Tiny,” although there was nothing small about him: he weighed nearly three hundred pounds. He liked Babe, and she liked him.


“Babe is her nickname,” the editors of the 1928 Pine Burr yearbook wrote. “She plays with an ease and grace rivalling that of a dancer to tally goal after goal for the Purple during the season.” The following year, Babe was called the “star… who very seldom misses the basket. When ‘Babe’ gets the ball, the scorekeeper gets his adding machine, and then he sometimes loses count.”


Babe didn’t just play basketball; she was a member of every girls’ team: swimming, volleyball, tennis, baseball, and golf. In yearbook photographs, Babe is always deadly serious, squinting at the camera and wearing a grim expression beneath that mop of dark hair. Even then, all business.


On the field or court or in the swimming pool, that is. In the classroom, her grades were Cs and Ds with the occasional B. “She was sports, nothing but sports,” said Pee Wee Blanchette, a teammate of Babe’s. She was never seen reading a book, unless it was a rule book. She devoured the sports page but had little interest in anything else. Her sister Lillie agreed that if it had not been for athletics, Babe wouldn’t have known what to do. “Babe had to succeed as an athlete,” Lillie said. “Her physical equipment was so much better than her mental equipment at the time. She never had a vision of herself as being anything but an athlete. Babe just did what she had to do.”
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Letters to Tiny


Inside the humid Houston high school gymnasium on a gloomy February afternoon in 1930, no one looked more out of place than the Colonel. He wore a slate gray suit and a smart Stetson atop his graying head of closely cropped hair. Several rows up the wooden bleachers, among the exuberant students, he sat impassively as the two girls’ high school teams raced around the hard court. Behind round glasses, his steel blue eyes followed the action while his hard-set expression hinted at nothing.
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