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INTRODUCTION

More than 70 years after his death, people still talk about Babe Ruth. No other Yankees player has ever been as idolized. Though Joe DiMaggio and Mickey Mantle may have come close in their respective eras, both men paled in comparison to Ruth. DiMaggio was quiet, remote, and relatively dull. Mantle had a vibrant personality, but a string of injuries prevented him from putting up the kind of epic numbers generated by the Sultan of Swat.

The Babe was light years ahead of his time. He transformed baseball from a ponderous game of strategy to an explosive exhibition of raw power. He could alter the final score with a single swing. When he retired in 1935, he owned dozens of statistical records and his 714 homers were more than double the output of the next closest competitor.

Beyond the ball field, Ruth was approachable, friendly, fun-loving. He autographed a myriad of baseballs, befriended sportswriters, and raised bundles of cash for charity. In an era when heroes were in great demand, he fit the bill. He understood what he meant to people (especially children) and went out of his way to bring them joy.

As a role model, he was imperfect. He broke rules, got suspended, and struck out often. But when the game was on the line, he almost always rose to the occasion in dramatic fashion. Over time, he became part god and part mortal—a mythical man-child who propelled baseballs farther than any player of the Lively Ball Era. He got more attention than US presidents and was just as newsworthy as a world war or economic depression. Everyone wanted a small piece of him. And everyone who met him had an interesting story to tell.

Though he was generous to a fault, Ruth didn’t need credit for his good deeds. Sportswriter Grantland Rice remembered driving sixty miles with the Babe before a World Series game in Chicago to visit a sick boy. Afterward, the slugger told Rice that he would punch him if Rice included the story in one of his columns.

In later years, when Ruth’s skills were in decline, he continued to draw people to the ballpark in great numbers. He became an outsider after he retired—rejected by club owners in his efforts to secure a big-league managerial position. It weighed heavily upon him. But he carried on, maintaining a special bond with the fans who still worshipped him. He came from humble beginnings and shared a simple message: “You just can’t beat the person who never gives up.” He never did. Even when his body was ravaged by cancer, he found the strength to attend Babe Ruth Day at Yankee Stadium and issue a final farewell during the venue’s 25th anniversary celebration. In death, it remained his home. It belonged to him just as he belonged to it: The House That Ruth Built—a cenotaph and a shrine.


FROM WRITERS

“He was a perfect fit for the times—a man of mighty appetites and unrestrained desires. The Babe was a metaphor for the big, broadening shoulders of America.”—Steven Stern
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“No novelist or Hollywood screenwriter at the furthest extremes of their imagination would have dared to invent somebody like [Ruth]. This was science fiction.”—Donald Honig


[image: frn_fig_005.png]


“He changed the extent of the appeal of baseball for all time. I don’t know of anyone in any other sport who as an individual had as much of an effect on the popularity of the game.”—Leonard Koppett
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“It was a time when heroes were created from common men. Ruth seemed to embrace it vigorously and to shake every ounce of life out of the twenty-four hours in a day.”—Steve Hundt
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“He understood that people came to the ballpark to be entertained. That may be his legacy: that he was the first guy who figured it all out. That this was a stage, it was an act, this was Broadway, this was the theater. I think that’s why we’re talking about Ruth now in a new millennium.”—William C. Rhoden





FROM PLAYERS


“What a warm-hearted, generous soul [Ruth] was—always friendly, always time for a laugh or wisecrack. The Babe would give you the shirt off his back. All you had to do was ask him.”—Jimmy Austin, St. Louis Browns
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“I still can’t believe what I saw: this nineteen-year-old kid, crude, poorly educated, only slightly brushed by the social veneer we call civilization, gradually transformed into the idol of American youth and the symbol of baseball the world over…. I saw a man transformed from a human being into something pretty close to a god. If somebody had predicted that back on the Boston Red Sox in 1914, he would have been thrown into a lunatic asylum.”—Harry Hooper, Boston Red Sox
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“He was my idol. He was a picture up there at the plate. What a ballplayer. And such a sweet guy, too. I tried to copy everything he did.”—Goose Goslin, Washington Senators


[image: frn_fig_005.png]


“When Ruth’s time at bat is over and it’s my turn, the fans are still buzzing about what the Babe did regardless of whether he belted a home run or struck out. They wouldn’t notice if I walked up to home plate on my hands, stood on my head, and held the bat between my toes.”—Lou Gehrig, New York Yankees
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“I’ve seen them: kids, men, women, worshippers all, hoping to get his name on a torn, dirty piece of paper, or hoping for a grunt of recognition when they said “‘Hiya, Babe.’ He never let them down, not once. He was the greatest crowd pleaser of them all.”—Waite Hoyt, New York Yankees





FROM RUTH


“I swing big, with everything I’ve got. I hit big or I miss big. I like to live as big as I can.”
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“Never let the fear of striking out get in your way.”
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“If I had tried for them dinky singles, I could have hit .600.”
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“Gee, it’s lonesome in the outfield. It’s hard to keep awake with nothing to do.”
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“If it wasn’t for baseball, I’d be in either the penitentiary or the cemetery.”







PART 1:
 A CHRONOLOGICAL JOURNEY THROUGH THE BABE’S LIFE AND CAREER





A TROUBLED CHILDHOOD


Ruth’s mother had several children, but only two survived infancy. Very little is known of Kate Schamberger. Aside from a single photo in which she is holding her famous son as a toddler, there is virtually no tangible evidence of her association with the boy who later became the most revered ballplayer of his time (and perhaps of all time). Ruth’s sister Mary once disclosed that Kate was not well but offered no specifics regarding her physical or mental condition.

George Herman Ruth Sr., the Babe’s father, is a somewhat less obscure figure. In August of 1918, he was tending bar in his Baltimore saloon when a fight broke out between two of his brothers-in-law. He fell and hit his head during the brawl, sustaining a fatal skull fracture. Earlier, he had owned several other taverns and worked in the lightning rod business. Those who frequented his establishments would likely have described him as a stern individual well-suited to handling rough alehouse crowds.

George Jr. was raised in a tough Baltimore neighborhood known as Pigtown—aptly named for the herds of swine that were paraded through the streets on their way to a local slaughterhouse. His stomping grounds included an area known as Ridgely’s Delight, which was located between the docks of the central harbor and terminals of the Baltimore & Ohio Railroad. By his own admission, he was a poorly behaved child. He once stated candidly, “Looking back on my boyhood, I honestly don’t remember being aware of the difference between right and wrong.”1 He developed a taste for chewing tobacco during his elementary school years and was known to sample alcohol from the glasses left on his father’s barroom tables. He was habitually truant from school and some of his favorite leisure-time activities included stealing food from lunch counters and throwing assorted projectiles at moving vehicles or policemen. He also pilfered money from his father’s till.

In June of 1902, Kate and George Sr. granted custody of their seven-year-old son to the Xavierian Brothers of St. Mary’s Industrial School for Boys—a Catholic reformatory offering housing to more than eight hundred troubled youths. Under the watchful eyes of the Brothers, young George was guaranteed much-needed structure and discipline. Schedules at St. Mary’s were tightly regimented, rules were strictly enforced, and corporal punishment was a natural consequence for those who misbehaved.

Ruth would remain at St. Mary’s until the age of nineteen. Though he was reunited with his parents on multiple occasions, he always ended up in some kind of trouble that resulted in his return to the school. Boisterous and hyperkinetic, he was probably suffering from some form of ADHD (which would not be officially recognized as a disorder until long after his death). His boundless energy and fun-loving nature endeared him to a majority of his peers.

Ruth was introduced to baseball by Brother Matthias Boutlier, who served as St. Mary’s prefect of discipline. An intimidating presence at 6-foot-6, the charismatic monk was simultaneously feared, respected, and admired by the children. On Saturday evenings, he put on hitting displays in the schoolyard with a fungo bat. The kids—gathering in groups of several hundred—marveled at how far the balls traveled. Ruth is said to have developed his passion for hitting from watching Brother Matthias’s powerful swing.

St. Mary’s offered a number of sports, including football and wrestling, but baseball was by far the most popular. In 1909, there were more than two dozen teams on campus. Brother Herman, who was in charge of athletics, gave George a mitt designed for right-handed catchers. A natural lefty, Ruth had to take the glove off in order to throw. But he made it work. After mastering most of the other positions, he became an exceptional pitcher. It happened by accident. As the story goes, he was taunting a schoolmate who was having a rough time on the mound one afternoon. Brother Matthias stopped the game and invited George to take over if he felt he could do a better job. Never one to back down from a challenge, Ruth accepted. It was soon discovered that he could throw harder than most of the other boys on campus. With practice, he mastered the fundamentals—how to hold runners on base, switch speeds, and spot his pitches. In 1913, he struck out 22 batters in a game. Word of his talent began to spread, and he got his first big break the following year.

In the early part of the 20th century, the Baltimore Orioles were a top-level minor-league team affiliated with the International League. Orioles owner Jack Dunn, who had aspired to a brief career in the majors in spite of a partially paralyzed arm, was known to play hunches when it came to signing prospects. After receiving a scouting report on the 19-year-old Ruth, he asked St. Mary’s officials for permission to meet with the budding star. There are conflicting reports as to whether Ruth was asked to demonstrate his pitching skills or if he was offered a contract on the spot, abilities unseen. Either way, the Brothers vouched for his vast potential as a pitcher and hitter. Since he was still legally a minor, custody had to be turned over to Dunn before he officially left the reformatory.

In March of 1914, Ruth took his first-ever train ride to Fayetteville, North Carolina, where Orioles spring training was being held. It was the beginning of an illustrious career. He attended many benefits and exhibitions at St. Mary’s after he became rich and famous. And he maintained a close bond with Brother Matthias, who he once referred to as the greatest man he had ever known. When some of the school’s buildings burned down years later, Ruth arranged for the St. Mary’s band to tour American League cities with the Yankees, holding concerts to raise money for reconstruction. He never spoke ill of his parents for giving him up during his childhood. And he never forgot his humble beginnings—or the fact that baseball had, in many respects, saved his life.




FAST TRACK TO THE MAJORS

Ruth’s gullible nature made him the brunt of numerous practical jokes during his first spring training. But he took it all in stride, grateful for the opportunity to play ball. Enamored with Ruth’s vast potential, Jack Dunn took a paternal interest in his development. Though multiple stories exist as to how the rookie southpaw got his enduring nickname, the most popular account alleges that coaching assistant Scout Steinman instructed Orioles veterans to take it easy on Ruth because he was one of “Dunnie’s babes.”2 He was not the first “Babe” in baseball, nor would he be the last. In the first several decades of the 20th century, a number of professional players shared the moniker.

Ruth provided sporadic glimpses of his magnificent power in the spring of 1914. During a split-squad practice at the team’s training camp in Fayetteville, he hammered a shot that was estimated to have traveled around 400 feet—a remarkable achievement in an era when baseballs didn’t carry well and home runs were somewhat rare.

When he wasn’t stationed in the outfield or at shortstop (a position traditionally assigned to right-handers), the Babe was honing his pitching skills. He had added a curveball to his repertoire during his St. Mary’s days and was faring pretty well with it in practice sessions. He got his first trial against big-league hitters in an exhibition game on March 18. The Philadelphia Phillies had a formidable lineup that year, gathering more homers than any team in the majors while compiling the third-best collective batting average in the National League. Summoned to face them in relief, Ruth was conspicuously nervous, surrendering a pair of singles and a walk before recording the first out of the inning. With the bases loaded, he induced a harmless pop-up followed by a serviceable double play ball to shortstop. Unfortunately, infielder Claud Derrick misplayed it, scoring leadoff man Hans Lobert. A bit rattled, the Babe then coughed up another single for the second Phillies run of the afternoon. He escaped without further damage and tossed two hitless innings afterward as the Orioles rallied to win, 4–3.

Ruth returned to the mound the next day against the same opponents. With the O’s trailing 6–0 in the sixth, Dunn called upon his boy wonder to subdue the Phillies attack. Again, the Babe was up to the task, striking out both batters he faced that inning. He followed with three scoreless frames as the Orioles staged a remarkable comeback, edging the Phillies, 7–6.

Ruth’s first professional start took place on March 25. He was assigned the daunting task of facing the Philadelphia Athletics—winners of three World Series in a four-year span. The A’s roster featured a trio of .300 hitters, two of whom were bound for the Hall of Fame—second baseman Eddie Collins and third sacker Frank “Home Run” Baker. The Babe yielded 13 hits to baseball’s reigning world champions but repeatedly pitched out of trouble in a 6–2 win.

Dunn arranged for Ruth to square off against the A’s again in a rematch the following week. Though he got hammered in a 12–5 loss, major-league opponents were beginning to take notice of his abilities. Collins told reporters, “Ruth is a sure comer. He has the speed and a sharp curve, and believe me, he is steady in the pinches.”3 Phillies coach Pat Moran remarked, “Ruth is a marvel for a kid just breaking in. I predict that within a few years [he] will be one of the best southpaws in baseball.”4 After an exhibition win over the Brooklyn Robins, Hall of Fame manager Wilbert Robinson predicted that the Babe would rise to prominence even sooner.

Ruth had assembled an 11–7 record by the end of June. But the Orioles were struggling financially in spite of his success. The short-lived Federal League (considered a third major league) had opened for business in 1914 with a team stationed in Baltimore. Instead of giving the Orioles some breathing room, owners of the new club built their stadium right across the street. As the inaugural Terrapins squad remained in pennant contention throughout the season, fans began to gravitate toward Federal League games.

In July, Dunn met with a group of Virginia investors who were interested in purchasing a share of his ailing franchise. The group wanted to move the Orioles to Richmond, but Dunn refused, walking away from the bargaining table. In order to stay afloat, he began selling off his top players. After arranging a pair of deals with the Yankees and Reds, he approached A’s owner/manager Connie Mack about Ruth. Mack agreed that the young hurler was a can’t-miss prospect but explained that he couldn’t meet Dunn’s asking price since his current roster—already crowded with superstars—was costing him a virtual fortune. The straight-shooting Mack suggested that Dunn speak to Red Sox owner Joe Lannin, who had money to spare in spite of carrying one of the best outfield tandems in history (Tris Speaker, Harry Hooper, and Duffy Lewis). As it turned out, Lannin was interested. Dunn sweetened the deal by including pitcher Ernie Shore and catcher Ben Egan.

The Babe was dumbstruck when he received the news. Though his Red Sox contract included a pay increase, he wanted to stay in Baltimore where most of his friends lived. Dunn offered his condolences and wished Ruth the best of luck. On July 10, 1914, the Babe found himself on a train to Boston accompanied by Shore, Egan, and Orioles press secretary Bill Wickes, who had been charged with the responsibility of protecting all three players from potential Federal League contract offers. Ruth didn’t realize it at the time, but he would soon become one of the biggest names in sports.




THE TRAGIC DEATH OF HELEN RUTH

On the morning of July 11, 1914, the Babe stepped off a train at Back Bay Station in Boston and had breakfast with Ernie Shore at a nearby diner. It was there that he met his future bride, a 16-year-old waitress named Helen Woodford. Born and raised in East Boston, Helen (by most accounts) was the daughter of native Newfoundlanders. Whatever words passed between Ruth and the teenage hostess that day have been lost to the mists of time. But details of Ruth’s Red Sox debut have not. After a brief stop at the team offices on Devonshire Street, the Babe headed across town to Fenway Park. While being fitted for a uniform, he learned that he was scheduled to start against the Indians that afternoon. He turned in a solid effort, yielding eight hits and two earned runs over seven innings for his first big-league win.

The Red Sox were well stocked with talented pitchers, and Ruth ended up on the bench before being transferred to the Providence Grays—Boston’s newly acquired minor-league affiliate. By season’s end, he had won more than 20 International League games. He had also established himself as a potent offensive threat. His first professional homer was a titanic shot that cleared the right field fence at Hanlan’s Point Stadium in Toronto and splashed down in Lake Ontario.

Ruth asked Helen Woodford to marry him at some point during the busy 1914 campaign. In mid-October, the couple drove to Ellicott City, Maryland, to tie the knot. In another interesting development, the Babe was reunited with his father, whom he hadn’t seen in several years. The newlyweds spent the winter living above George Sr.’s tavern on Conway Street in Baltimore.

After securing a starting position with the Red Sox in 1915, Ruth moved to Cambridge, Massachusetts, with his adolescent bride. In a rookie class that included three other future Hall of Famers, he emerged as one of the game’s most promising young stars, compiling an 18–8 record and .315 batting average. His contributions helped the Sox win a tight pennant race over the Tigers. However, when the World Series arrived, manager Bill Carrigan limited him to a single pinch-hitting appearance in Game 1. Carrigan later claimed that he didn’t want to start a green southpaw against a Phillies lineup stacked with right-handed batters, but most insiders realized that there were underlying disciplinary issues.

Just 20 years old and experiencing big-city life for the first time as an adult, the Babe had become an incorrigible party animal. Though he was seen with Helen at various public functions, he secretly maintained a bachelor’s lifestyle, bingeing on food, alcohol, and sex. His insatiable appetites prompted teammates to refer to him unflatteringly as the Baboon or Tarzan, King of the Apes behind his back.5 Helen kept up appearances for many years but grew increasingly unhappy over time.

Traded to the Yankees in 1920, the Babe had an affair with a model named Juanita Jennings, who gave birth to his daughter Dorothy. Adopted by the Ruths in 1921, Dorothy grew up believing that Helen was her biological mother. By 1925, the Babe’s marriage was falling apart. Though Helen had previously been in the habit of staying in Manhattan during baseball season, she moved to Sudbury full-time while the slugger remained in New York. In 1927, the year that the Big Bam reached the peak of his career with a record 60 home runs, Helen (now separated from her famous husband) began cohabitating with a childhood friend named Edward Kinder. Kinder, a veteran of World War I, had graduated from Tufts University and opened a dental practice in Boston. For all intents and purposes, the couple carried on as man and wife.

On the night of January 11, 1929, Kinder attended a boxing exhibition at Boston Garden. Helen spent the evening alone and turned in early with the aid of some sleeping pills. At around 10:00 p.m., neighbors reported smoke coming from the windows of the Kinder home. By the time fire trucks arrived, flames had reached the second floor, where Helen lay incapacitated by the pills she had taken. She succumbed to smoke inhalation.

When police contacted Kinder at the Boston Garden, he told them that the woman who had died in his home was his wife. The story appeared in multiple newspapers and, recognizing her picture, members of Helen’s family reached out to authorities. Burial plans were temporarily put on hold as a preliminary investigation revealed that shoddy electrical repair work had likely caused the fire.

Upon learning of Helen’s passing two days after the fact, Ruth contradicted the statement made by Kinder on the night of the blaze. He explained that although he and Helen had lived apart for quite some time, they were still legally wed. Kinder ended up being summoned to the Watertown police station, where he altered his story, insisting that he had never claimed to be married in the first place. By then, members of the Woodford family had become suspicious and were demanding a full inquiry.

Circumstantial evidence implicated both Kinder and Ruth in devious subplots. According to Nora Woodford (Helen’s sister), Helen had requested a $100,000 divorce settlement from the Babe a month before the tragedy. The slugger’s agent, Christy Walsh, had tried to facilitate an amicable agreement, but Ruth refused to pay. Painting him as a villain, Nora claimed that the Babe had threatened Helen with a shotgun at the couple’s Sudbury home prior to their separation.

Meanwhile, Helen’s brother Thomas—a Boston police officer—was entertaining serious doubts about the circumstances surrounding the fire. He believed that since the Kinder home was relatively new, there should not have been any problems with the wiring. And he considered Kinder’s absence at the time of the disaster to be highly suspect. When rumors surfaced that the dentist had been supplying Helen with opium, a team of Harvard pathologists was summoned to perform an autopsy. Additionally, narcotics officers were sent to search Kinder’s office.

In the end, authorities reported no traces of opium or evidence of foul play. The case was officially closed on January 16. Helen’s funeral was held the following day with Ruth in attendance. The Boston Globe reported that he was visibly shaken during the service. “His great chest rose and fell, he gulped audibly and his eyes filled as he dabbed at them with his big hands,” the article read. “For fully five minutes, he struggled for control of his feelings and emotions.”6




A NEW WORLD SERIES PITCHING RECORD

Though pitchers have historically proven to be somewhat inept at the plate, the game has seen a fair share of hard-hitting moundsmen. George Uhle compiled a .289 batting average over seventeen seasons. Wes Ferrell smashed 38 homers during his fifteen-year career. And Red Lucas, known colorfully as the Nashville Narcissus, set a major-league record (since broken) for pinch-hits with 114. Of all the pitchers who have emerged as double threats over the years, Babe Ruth is generally considered to be the most proficient.

The Babe compiled some impressive numbers before his mighty bat drove him off the mound and into the daily lineup. During the three seasons in which he made at least 30 appearances as a pitcher (1915–1917), he gathered 37 extra-base hits and 50 RBIs while hitting at a .302 clip. In 1918—when Red Sox manager Ed Barrow began using him primarily as an outfielder—he led the American League with 11 home runs. He blasted 29 the following year while winning 9 of 14 pitching decisions.

Ruth established dozens of statistical records over the course of his storied career. But since a majority of his greatest feats were accomplished in the batter’s box, his adventures on the mound have been largely forgotten. In 1916, he came out on the winning end of the longest World Series game of the 20th century. Two years later, he stretched that performance into the second-longest scoreless streak in the history of the Fall Classic.

After being snubbed by Bill Carrigan in the 1915 World Series, Ruth turned in the finest single-season pitching performance of his career. Had there been a Cy Young Award in 1916, the Babe would likely have won it with his league-leading 1.75 ERA and nine shutouts. His 23 wins ranked third in the AL. The Red Sox encountered stiff competition from the White Sox and Tigers that year but came out on top at season’s end. Hoping to enhance postseason revenue, the Sox hosted their World Series games at Braves Field, which had a much larger seating capacity than Fenway Park. On the heels of a 6–5 Boston win in the opener, Carrigan handed the ball to Ruth in Game 2.

Ruth’s opponents that day were the Brooklyn Robins, who had held onto first place for four consecutive months despite a historic 26-game winning streak by the New York Giants. The Babe appeared to be in top form at the start of the game, retiring the first two Brooklyn hitters he faced. But the cavernous dimensions of Braves Field were a looming hazard. With two outs, centerfielder Hi Myers drove a pitch into the alley in right-center field—a 550-foot expanse. Known for his peculiar style of running with his arms held straight at his sides, Myers circled the bases with Brooklyn’s only run of the afternoon.

Boston evened the score in the bottom of the third as Ruth helped his own cause with an RBI groundout. Both pitchers settled down after that, staging an iron-man contest the likes of which have rarely been seen in post-season play. After shutting out the Red Sox for 10 straight innings, Brooklyn southpaw Sherry Smith (whose career was otherwise unremarkable) faltered in the bottom of the 14th. A leadoff walk and a successful sacrifice put the Robins in jeopardy with one out. Going for the win, Carrigan inserted a pinch-runner and replaced Larry Gardner—who was 0-for-5 at the plate—with utility man Del Gainer. The gamble paid off as Gainer delivered the game-winning hit in what was undoubtedly the finest outing of Ruth’s pitching career. The fourteen-inning contest was the longest in World Series history until the Red Sox and Dodgers battled for 18 innings in Game 3 of the 2018 Fall Classic.

Ruth waited two years to return to the October stage. By then, the United States was embroiled in a war overseas. Since baseball was considered nonessential, the regular season was preempted on Labor Day. A majority of the Babe’s appearances had been outfield assignments, but given his reputation as a big-game pitcher, he was chosen as a surprise starter in the series opener against Chicago. He continued his postseason mastery, scattering six hits over nine frames and extending his World Series scoreless streak to 22 innings.

While celebrating with teammates on the train from Chicago to Boston, the Babe—forever a child—got into a playful wrestling match with rookie hurler Walt Kinney. He smashed his pitching hand on the wall of the train car, and by the following morning, his middle finger was swollen to twice its normal size. With the Sox holding a 2-games-to-1 advantage, Ruth was selected to start Game 4. Boston’s trainer slathered the Babe’s left hand with iodine, but it did nothing for the inflammation. The ailing hurler later complained that he had difficulty gripping the ball. He held the Cubs scoreless through seven innings in spite of the handicap.

Things finally began to unravel for Ruth in the eighth. Catcher Bill Killefer led off with a walk. Claude Hendrix followed with a single to left field. Losing his composure, the Babe unleashed a wild pitch, advancing both runners. He got the next two hitters on groundouts, but a run scored on the latter play, ending his scoreless streak at 29.2 innings. It was a record that stood until 1961, when Yankee ace Whitey Ford completed a string of 33.2 scoreless frames.

By the time he retired, Ruth had established more than twenty postseason precedents, including most runs scored (37) and most home runs (15). Buried beneath a plethora of offensive feats, his World Series pitching line is as follows:





	GS
	W
	L
	IP
	H
	BB
	R
	ERA



	3
	3
	0
	31
	19
	10
	3
	0.87







Pretty remarkable, to say the least.




THE INFAMOUS COMBINED NO-HITTER

Not all of Ruth’s marvelous feats were particularly marvelous. Though box scores indicate that he participated in a no-hitter during the 1917 campaign, teammate Ernie Shore did most of the work. In fact, the Babe threw only four pitches prior to being ejected from one of the most unusual games in major-league history.

Ruth entered the contest with a 12–4 record—among the best marks in the majors. The game, originally scheduled for April 26, had been postponed due to extremely cold weather. When it was incorporated into a June 23 doubleheader, more than 16,000 fans turned out at Fenway Park to see Boston’s most popular hurler face the lowly Senators, who were floundering in seventh place.

The Babe had trouble locating the plate from the onset. When his first three pitches to second baseman Ray Morgan (a .266 hitter that year) were determined to be outside the strike zone, he stomped around the mound and barked at umpire Clarence “Brick” Owens to open his eyes. Owens had little tolerance for insubordination. His nickname was derived from an ugly incident in which he had been hit in the head with a brick hurled by a disgruntled fan. And he had accumulated so many scars from altercations dating back to his minor-league days that NL president Harry Pulliam—upon offering Owens a job in 1908—bluntly asked the arbiter if he had been in a train wreck. Owens ordered Ruth to settle down and he did—for one more pitch at least. But when the next offering resulted in a leadoff walk, the sulky hurler stalked toward home plate and swore at Owens, drawing an ejection. Catcher Pinch Thomas tried to step between the two men, but Ruth swung away, missing with a left and following with a wild right that caught Owens in the back of the neck. Realizing that things had spiraled out of control, Red Sox player-manager Jack Barry rushed over from his infield post to help restrain the Babe. In the end, a police officer came out of the stands and escorted Ruth off the field.

Faced with an unexpected dilemma, Barry summoned Ernie Shore to take over. Shore was relatively unaccustomed to working on short rest, but he had some prior experience dealing with Ruth’s disorderly conduct. During their brief stint as roommates, Shore had complained repeatedly about the Babe’s unpleasant habits, which included walking around naked, cavorting with prostitutes, and rarely flushing the toilet. Barry initially asked Shore to muddle through one inning. When it became apparent that the hurler had supreme command of his pitches, he remained on the mound for the duration.

After Morgan was thrown out on an attempted steal by Sox backup catcher Sam Agnew (who had entered the game following the ejection of Thomas), Shore retired the next 26 batters he faced. There is no official count for the game, but the right-hander later claimed that he threw fewer than 75 pitches and hardly broke a sweat. The entire affair, including the first inning dustup between Ruth and Owens, lasted just one hour and forty minutes.

Shore’s masterpiece was threatened on several occasions. In the fifth inning, Charlie Jamieson hit a hard smash that was deflected by Shore to the left side of the infield. Shortstop Everett Scott—among the top defensive specialists of the era—made a nice one-handed pickup and nailed the speedy Jamison at first base. In the seventh, Boston’s Duffy Lewis climbed the steep ten-foot embankment in front of Fenway’s left field wall (appropriately nicknamed “Duffy’s Cliff”) to snare a long drive off the bat of Ray Morgan. And in the ninth, Lewis saved the day again, racing in to grab a sinking liner hit by Senators catcher John Henry. Left fielder Mike Menosky tried to catch Shore off guard with a swinging bunt on the last pitch of the game, but the rangy moundsman fielded it cleanly and threw to first to complete the historic gem.

The Babe was suspended for ten games, fined $100 and forced to issue a public apology. When he finally returned to the mound, he lost two consecutive starts. His name was associated with a perfect game until 1991, when MLB commissioner Fay Vincent assembled a “committee for statistical accuracy.” The eight-man panel downgraded Shore’s perfect game to a combined no-hitter. Harvey Haddix was another victim of the committee’s actions, getting stripped of a no-hitter in which he had tossed 12 perfect innings.

Shore lasted just six seasons in the majors, missing the entire 1918 campaign while serving in the US Naval Reserve. He finished his career with the Yankees, retiring with a 65–43 record and a 2.47 earned run average. He was even better in World Series action, winning three of four decisions while posting a 1.82 ERA. He later became sheriff of Forsyth County in North Carolina—a position he held for more than three decades. He never tired of talking about the greatest game of his career, which indelibly linked him to one of baseball’s greatest players.




THE BIG BAM VERSUS THE BIG TRAIN

During Ruth’s pitching days, he shared the spotlight with several Hall of Fame hurlers. Though the careers of Chief Bender, Eddie Plank, and Ed Walsh were winding down as the Babe was approaching his peak years, Ruth had the opportunity to face three other mound masters in their prime: Walter Johnson, Red Faber, and Stan Coveleski. Faber, a two-time ERA leader who spent his entire career with the White Sox, was among the last legal spitballers in the majors. Coveleski, another member of that slippery group, enjoyed his best years in Cleveland, helping the club to its first World Series title. Though Faber and Coveleski were undoubtedly among the top pitchers of the era, Johnson (known to many as “the Big Train”) was in an entirely different class.

Johnson has often been referred to as the greatest American League pitcher of all time. The ultimate sportsman, he never argued with umpires, yelled at teammates for mistakes, or brushed back hitters. Ty Cobb once famously remarked that Johnson’s fastball appeared to be about the size of a watermelon seed and made a hissing sound as it crossed the plate. Various technologies were employed to measure the velocity of his pitches, which reportedly traveled at speeds ranging from 83 to 99 miles per hour. Using a windmill windup and sidearm delivery, the mild-mannered right-hander captured five ERA titles and three Triple Crowns while setting an all-time record for shutouts. Perhaps the most remarkable statistic of Johnson’s career is that he won 417 games for a Senators team that finished out of contention more often than not.

In glaring contrast, Ruth was boisterous and cocky. He enjoyed being the center of attention. He didn’t have the patience to develop a pregame strategy. Though he was able to identify the idiosyncrasies of various hitters, he couldn’t commit their names to memory. He referred to everyone as “Kid” or “Doc.” And he approached every at-bat the same way, treating opponents to a steady diet of high, inside fastballs offset by curveballs, low and outside.

High-strung and prone to emotional outbursts, Ruth’s temper tantrums were the stuff of legend. Though he was relatively durable, he had a tendency to run out of gas in late innings. He was also known to lose the plate on bad days. On his best afternoons, he had an above average fastball, an effective curve, and a penchant for hitting his spots with mechanical precision.

Although Ruth really let himself go in later years, he arrived in the majors as a broad-shouldered, muscular bruiser standing 6-foot-2 and weighing roughly 200 pounds. One writer remarked that he looked more like a boxer on the mound. He was a smart—if not moderately adept—fielder. He wasn’t a remarkable glove man, but he knew exactly what to do with the ball if it came his way. It has been said many times that he never threw to the wrong base.

Ruth’s biggest detriment as a pitcher was his lifestyle. Even with curfews enforced by team officials, he was known to pull all-nighters before his scheduled starts. And his gluttony was notorious. He consumed massive quantities of hot dogs, beer, and steak (which he preferred raw). When manager Bill Carrigan introduced a rule prohibiting food in the dugout, Ruth smuggled it into the clubhouse. Yet somehow—in spite of all the alcoholic binges and food orgies—he managed to get the job done more often than not.

Showdowns between the free-spirited Ruth and the genteel Johnson were among the many highlights of the Deadball Era. Over the course of five seasons, the Babe locked horns with the Big Train on eight occasions. Though logic dictates that Johnson should have gotten the best of these encounters, the historical record reveals a very different story.

The two men squared off for the first time during the second half of the 1915 campaign. Ruth surrendered three runs that afternoon, two of them on account of an uncharacteristic error by centerfielder Tris Speaker, who led the AL in fielding percentage seven times. Johnson was less than spectacular, coughing up four earned runs on eight hits as the Red Sox prevailed, giving the Babe his eleventh win of the season.

There were five encounters between the two rivals in 1916, which was the Babe’s finest campaign as a pitcher. Ruth went 4–0 in those meetings with one no-decision—a 4–3 Boston loss marred by a late-inning bullpen implosion. The most hotly contested game of the 1916 set occurred at Fenway Park on August 15, when the duo battled for 13 innings. Ruth held the Senators scoreless throughout while Johnson faltered in the final frame. After Jack Barry led off with an infield hit, Johnson retired the next two Sox batters. A single by Tilly Walker chased Barry to third and, with the crowd on its feet, Boston’s Larry Gardner lofted a game-winning hit into right-center field.

The Big Train had two more chances to beat the Bambino in 1917. After another tough-luck loss on May 7, he finally had his comeuppance. Ruth, perhaps feeling the strain of more than 320 innings of work, stumbled against the Senators in his final start of the season, giving up 6 runs on 11 hits. Johnson—more accustomed to a heavy workload—turned in a stellar performance that day, earning his twenty-third win with a complete game shutout.

Though the Babe was credited with six victories in eight showdowns, Johnson’s numbers paint the picture of a dominant hurler deserted time and again by an anemic offense. The Senators managed just 15 runs and were shut out four times as the Big Train posted a miserly 1.68 ERA. Ever the gentleman, Johnson harbored no hard feelings toward Ruth. In a 1920 article for Baseball magazine, he wrote flatteringly: “Ruth is still a young fellow with his best years ahead of him. There is no pitcher who can stop him or prevent him from making his long hits. As a veteran pitcher with most of his career behind him and a rather uncertain future ahead of him, I can only say that every time I am called on to face Ruth, I shall do my best to get an extra hop on my fastball. Whatever happens, I wish Babe Ruth the best of luck.”7

On the topic of dangerous hitters, the Babe fared pretty well against them during his pitching career. In addition to Ty Cobb (who fashioned an extravagant .366 lifetime batting average), Ruth was challenged by some of the most capable batsmen in baseball history, including George Sisler, Tris Speaker, and Shoeless Joe Jackson. He held opponents to a cumulative .223 batting average. Though it will never be known how Ruth would have fared on the mound during the second phase of his career, it has been argued by many that he was on a trajectory to Cooperstown even before he became a full-time outfielder.




NEW JOB, NEW HOME

When the US government announced an impending military draft in September of 1917, players from both leagues flocked to local reserve units and war-related manufacturing jobs to avoid being recruited for combat. The Red Sox lost several key players as a result. Though Boston owner Harry Frazee orchestrated some savvy deals with the Philadelphia A’s, the roster was still a bit thin when spring training arrived in 1918. Seizing the opportunity, Ruth began clamoring for more playing time.

Sox manager Ed Barrow, who had been hired to replace Jack Barry, did not want to risk an injury to his best pitcher by inserting him into the lineup every day. But he knew he was obligated to placate Ruth to an extent, so he offered the Babe a few scattered appearances as an infielder during exhibition games. In spite of his .429 performance in Hot Springs (which included four homers), Ruth was still officially a member of the starting rotation when the regular season began.

At some point during the spring, Boston captain Harry Hooper noticed that attendance was higher whenever Ruth was on the mound. Since the staff included several other quality pitchers, he reasoned that it must be the Babe’s hitting that was drawing fans to the ballpark. The Sox were off to a decent start but couldn’t seem to gain a comfortable lead in the standings. Realizing that another productive bat might give them an edge, Hooper approached Barrow about installing Ruth in the outfield. The answers was no—initially. But Barrow warmed to the idea in the days that followed.

Beginning with his first start of the season, the Babe reached base in fifteen straight games. By the second week of May, he was playing regularly on afternoons he wasn’t scheduled to pitch. His finest day at the plate came on May 9 against the Senators, when he went 5-for-5 with a triple and three doubles. He ended up as the AL leader in multiple offensive categories, including home runs, extra-base hits, and slugging percentage.

On the heels of a World Series victory over the Cubs (Boston’s third championship in a four-year span), Barrow was completely on board with the idea of using Ruth as an outfielder. But assorted issues with the pitching staff forced the hard-hitting southpaw into double-duty again during the first half of the 1919 campaign. As the Babe griped incessantly about being fatigued, Barrow responded by enforcing evening curfews. This led to an epic confrontation between the two men during a team meeting. Ruth threatened to punch Barrow in the nose, receiving a one-game suspension for his actions. He later issued a heartfelt apology and agreed to leave a note in the manager’s mailbox on game days, informing his boss what time he had gotten back to the team’s hotel.

The Babe’s performance in 1919 changed the game of baseball. Not only did he establish a new single-season record for homers, but he put up stand-out numbers in several other statistical departments. His performance ushered in what would come to be known as the Lively Ball Era—a period of steep offensive production in the majors. As players began to hammer balls out of stadiums with regularity, various old-school strategies such as bunting, stealing, and sacrificing were employed less frequently. The rise in offense was accompanied by an increase in player salaries. Once again, Ruth pioneered the movement.

Prior to 1919, the Babe had asked for $15,000 per year. He settled for $10,000 a few weeks before Opening Day. After his blockbuster season at the plate, he told Frazee that he wouldn’t play for less than $20,000 per season—a salary proportionate to that of baseball’s most prolific hitter, Ty Cobb. While waiting for Frazee to make up his mind, Ruth maintained a busy schedule, participating in a series of exhibition games that netted him $500 apiece. He bragged monotonously to the press about his accomplishments while asserting that he deserved to be paid more than any player in the game.

Frazee eventually grew tired of Ruth’s remarks and fired back. He assured writers that he was willing to part with any member of his club except for Harry Hooper. Backing up that statement, he met with Yankee owners Cap Huston and Jacob Ruppert to hash out a plan for the sale of Ruth. In the end, the Babe was sold for an unprecedented total of $125,000. The agreement included a $300,000 loan to Frazee that gave the Yankees a mortgage on Fenway Park. Had Frazee defaulted on the loan, Ruppert and Huston would have owned the legendary Boston venue.

Justifying the transaction, Frazee told reporters, “I do not wish to detract one iota from Ruth’s ability as a ballplayer nor from his value as an attraction, but there is no getting away from the fact that despite his 29 home runs, the Red Sox finished sixth in the race last season. What the Boston fans want, I take it, and what I want because they want it, is a winning team, rather than a one-man team which finishes in sixth place.”8

Realizing he had pulled off the deal of the century, Ruppert assured fans that his primary objective as owner was to bring a pennant to New York. “I think the addition of Ruth to our forces should hold greatly along those general lines,” he added. “We are going to have the best team that has ever been seen anywhere.”9 The Babe, who was not present during the negotiations, said he was not at all surprised by Frazee’s failure to meet his salary demands.

As the deal was analyzed and interpreted exhaustively by the press in the months that followed, the New York Times issued a cautionary statement, proclaiming, “Neither club can be blamed for its part in this affair, but it marks another long step toward the concentration of baseball playing talent in the largest cities, which can afford to pay the highest prices for it. That is a bad thing for the game.”10 Furthermore, the Times article proposed that Ruth had sent a troubling message to established stars playing on small-market teams—that if they complained loud enough and long enough, their services might be sold to the highest bidder. The statement proved to be prophetic, especially when free agency arrived during the 1970s.




THE CURSE OF THE BAMBINO (AND MORE THAN A DOZEN OTHER PLAYERS)

Most people with a rudimentary knowledge of the game have heard a little something about the Babe Ruth curse. For anyone new to the topic, the thumbnail version is as follows: After the Babe was sold to the Yankees, the Red Sox failed to win another World Series for the remainder of the 20th century. They had some great teams and marquee players. They had their fair share of opportunities, capturing four pennants between 1946 and 1986. But something always happened on the road to baseball’s most coveted title. When conventional wisdom failed to properly explain the second longest dry spell in major-league history (behind the long-suffering Chicago Cubs), sportswriters began to consider the supernatural.

The initial idea of a curse was disseminated by New York Times sportswriter George Vecsey in the wake of Boston’s heartbreaking loss to the Mets in 1986. The Sox had been on the verge of clinching the series before a routine grounder went through the legs of sure-handed first baseman Bill Buckner in the tenth inning of Game 6. Vecsey’s proposed curse gained momentum in 1990, when Boston Globe columnist Dan Shaughnessy published his seminal work, The Curse of the Bambino. From that point on, the concept became firmly embedded in popular culture. In 2001, it became the subject of a musical, which was produced again in subsequent years. In 2005, it served as the backdrop of a romantic comedy starring Jimmy Fallon and Drew Barrymore. When the script for the film Fever Pitch was originally written, it was assumed that the Red Sox would continue their losing ways. But when the team executed an efficient sweep of the Cardinals in the 2004 World Series, the ending had to be revised.

With the 86-year drought behind them, the Sox quickly became one of the winningest teams in the majors, running their cumulative championship total to nine (as of 2021)—third most in history behind the Yankees and Cardinals. Though no one talks much about the Curse of the Bambino anymore, it’s interesting to note that Ruth was not the only player generously donated to the Yankees by the Red Sox under owner Harry Frazee. In fact, Frazee’s frivolous trades kept the New Yorkers in contention for many years.

Before assuming a controlling interest in the BoSox, Frazee made a fortune in the performing arts. He opened a Chicago theater in 1907 and followed with the construction of a New York City venue a few years later. He also gained control of Boston’s Arlington Theater, producing a string of hit musicals. In 1916, he expanded his interests to the world of baseball.

Putting things in proper perspective, the “curse” actually began in December of 1918, when Frazee traded pitchers Ernie Shore and Dutch Leonard to the Yankees along with left fielder Duffy Lewis in exchange for several low-impact players and $15,000 in cash. Though Leonard never threw a single pitch for the Yankees and Shore was past his prime, Lewis had two fairly remarkable seasons in New York before a subsequent trade sent him to Washington.

The second phase of the “curse” was invoked in July of 1919, when Frazee parted with one of his top pitching stars—right-hander Carl Mays. A 20-game winner for Boston in 1917 and 1918, the ornery Mays used a submarine delivery to mow down opponents. In 1920, he permanently mowed down Indians shortstop Ray Chapman with a wild pitch—an incident that haunted him for the rest of his life. He had several excellent seasons in the wake of Chapman’s death, winning 80 games for the Yankees over portions of five campaigns.

After the earth-shattering sale of Ruth, Frazee continued to help build a Yankee dynasty, sending Waite Hoyt and Wally Schang to New York before the 1921 campaign. Used as a swingman in Boston, Hoyt forged a Hall of Fame pitching career in the Big Apple, winning 157 games over a 10-year span. Schang, one of the best offensive catchers of the era, hit .297 in five seasons, topping the .300 mark twice.

December of 1921 brought more charitable gifts from Frazee. This time, it was Everett Scott, Joe Bush, and Sam Jones who joined the exodus out of Boston. Scott, a slick-fielding shortstop, served as captain of the Yankees and BoSox while leading the American League in fielding percentage eight times. Before Lou Gehrig, he was baseball’s reigning iron man, appearing in 1,307 consecutive games. Bush, nicknamed “Bullet Joe” for the speed of his fastball, threw his arm out in 1919 then revived his career with the development of a new pitch known as the forkball (which is similar to the splitter). His .788 winning percentage in 1922 was tops in the AL. Jones, who had a peculiar habit of never throwing to first base to keep runners in check, averaged 13 wins per season during his five-year stint in the Bronx. He tossed a no-hitter in 1923.

Not quite finished stocking the Yankees with exceptional talent, Frazee traded Joe Dugan in July of 1922 and Herb Pennock in January of the following year. Dugan was a staple at third base for seven seasons in New York. He hit .286 in that span while emerging as a clutch World Series performer. Pennock, a notoriously slow worker who frustrated hitters with his various quirks on the mound, won no fewer than 16 games in six consecutive seasons, securing himself a spot in the Hall of Fame.

Frazee’s dealings with the Yankees were not limited to player transactions. Realizing that the Sox were headed for a fall, Boston skipper Ed Barrow approached Jacob Ruppert and Cap Huston about a job as business manager. After securing a release from Frazee, the Yankee owners welcomed Barrow to New York, granting him free rein over player contracts. Barrow faithfully served the organization from 1920 to 1945, assembling a long-running dynasty that included fourteen pennants and ten world championships.

In all, Frazee’s transactions netted him over $300,000—an enormous sum in those days. But there were disastrous repercussions. As the Yankees became a dominant force in the American League, the Red Sox sank like a stone, finishing in fifth place or lower for fourteen consecutive seasons. By the time the new millennium arrived, the Yankees had won twenty-five world championships compared to Boston’s five.

Over the years, Red Sox supporters resorted to a number of outrageous stunts in order to shake the alleged curse. Exorcists were hired and occult ceremonies were performed. One fan—acting on advice from a Buddhist monk—left a BoSox cap at the top of Mount Everest after burning a Yankees cap at base camp. In spite of all the lunacy, most level-headed folks realized that the Sox just needed the right combination of players at the right time to bring a championship to Boston. Even horror writer Stephen King—a proponent of many far-flung theories in his novels and short stories—knew the idea was nonsense. After the release of Shaughnessy’s landmark book, King proclaimed, “There is no Curse of the Bambino. I, who was writing about curses and supernatural vengeance when Mr. Shaughnessy was still learning to eat the ends of Crayolas, tell you that it’s so.”11




HOW RUTH “SAVED” BASEBALL IN 1920

The Babe made his presence known immediately upon arriving in New York before the start of the 1920 campaign. A meeting at the team offices in late February included a memorable exchange. When Yankee co-owner Cap Huston spoke at length about the slugger’s need to tone down his self-indulgent habits, Ruth responded with characteristic brashness.

“Look at you,” he said to Huston. “… Too fat and too old to have any fun.”

He then gestured toward Jacob Ruppert.

“That goes for him too.”

The owners were flabbergasted.

“As for that shrimp,” Ruth continued, looking directly at manager Miller Huggins (who was scarcely over five feet tall), “he’s half-dead right now.”12

The Babe had a talent for speaking his mind then walking away unrebuked—yet another effect of his thunderous bat. Just minutes after insulting team executives, he climbed aboard a train headed for spring training in Jacksonville, Florida. Though he was new to the club, there were plenty of familiar faces around. He had played with Ernie Shore, Carl Mays, Duffy Lewis, and Bob McGraw—a right-handed reliever—in Boston. Ruth would never have felt out of place anyway. He made friends wherever he went.

The Yankees were a team on the rise, having placed a distant third in 1919—their best showing in almost ten years. With Ruth aboard, the club remained in contention throughout the summer of 1920, ultimately falling just three games behind the Indians. In spite of another third-place finish, the Yankees generated the highest attendance in the majors, surpassing the Giants by more than 350,000 admissions (a figure that infuriated manager John McGraw and indirectly led to an eviction from the Polo Grounds, which the Giants rented to Ruppert and Huston).

It was a rough year for baseball. In August, Indians shortstop Ray Chapman was struck and killed by a Carl Mays pitch. The sound of the ball hitting Chapman’s skull was reportedly so loud that Mays assumed the offering had made contact with the infielder’s bat. When the ball rolled toward him, the Yankee hurler actually scooped it up and threw to first base. Chapman collapsed, dying hours later at a nearby hospital. Mays had established a reputation for throwing at hitters, and in the wake of the incident, other teams threatened to boycott games in which he was scheduled to pitch. Deeply shaken by the tragedy, he told reporters, “I would give anything if I could undo what has happened. Chapman was a game, splendid fellow.”13 Though he became a pariah around the league, he weathered the storm somehow, winning 26 games that year.

Things took another ominous turn during the season’s final month when a grand jury was convened to investigate claims that members of the White Sox had conspired with gamblers to throw the 1919 World Series. On September 28, Chicago pitcher Eddie Cicotte admitted his role in the affair and implicated several teammates. It couldn’t have happened at a worse time. Scheduled to face St. Louis in a three-game set, the ChiSox had a chance to sneak past Cleveland into first place. After Cicotte and his coconspirators were suspended by Chicago owner Charles Comiskey, the club dropped two of three to the lowly Browns and finished second. Eight players were permanently banished in the wake of the scandal, including “Shoeless Joe” Jackson, who had set a record in the series with 12 hits. On an interesting side note, Ruth once claimed to have modeled his batting style after Jackson, who he said was the greatest hitter he had ever seen.

During baseball’s darkest hour, the Babe was among the few bright spots. But it took a while for his bat to heat up. The Yankees sought to cash in on Ruth’s name immediately, billing spring training games as a chance to see baseball’s mightiest slugger in person. Unlike his previous managers, Huggins did not enforce curfews and the Babe took full advantage of it. When outfielder Ping Bodie was asked by reporters what it was like sharing a room with Ruth during training camp, he responded comically, “I don’t room with Ruth. I room with his suitcase.” (Several versions of the quote exist.)14

The Babe—either due to overindulgence or lack of conditioning—failed to hit a home run outside of batting practice during the entire month of March. It was a tremendous disappointment to fans, many of whom attended games for the sole purpose of watching him knock the ball out of the park. During a late March exhibition, one unruly patron kept needling Ruth from the grandstand, reportedly calling him a “big piece of cheese.”15 The Babe, who had an extremely low tolerance for verbal abuse, climbed into the crowd looking for a fight. Newspapers reported that the excitable Yankee outfielder restrained himself when he realized that his tormentor was nearly a foot shorter at 5-foot-4, but the fact that the fan pulled out a knife probably influenced Ruth to a greater extent. Either way, the Babe was rescued by teammate Ernie Shore, who hauled him back onto the field before things got out of hand.
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