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  THE BEST OF TIMES




  

    With vim and verve he walloped the curve




    From Texas to Duluth;




    Which is no small task, and I rise to ask;




    Was there ever a guy like Ruth?




    —John Kieran, New York Times


  




  The Roaring Twenties was a decade of ballyhoo, silly crazes, and outrageous stunts; of flagpole sitters and marathon dancers; of new games such as mah-jongg. It was a boom, boom time in America when even the impossible seemed possible. It was a time of new beginnings.




  Stock market prices were zooming. Wall Street fortunes were made and made again. People became millionaires overnight, it seemed. By the end of the decade Americans were shelling our $5 billion annually on recreation and entertainment and were spending money like never before.




  Industrial production doubled in the 1920s. Hyperbole was on parade. More was the operative word of the times. There were more and more products, more and more cars, and more and more highways, giving people more freedom to go more places and do more things. More and more heroes.




  Twenty-three million cars were sold in the United States in 1927, one car to every 5 persons, compared to one car to every 43 persons in Britain, one to 325 in Italy, and one to 7,000 in Russia. Massachusetts became the first state to require auto insurance. Some families who lacked indoor toilets and baths owned automobiles. The Ford Model T was giving way to the Ford Model A. Construction of roads became a national priority in the United States, where one could drive on paved highways only from New York to St. Mary’s, Kansas. Beyond that, until one reached the West Coast, were dirt roads often made soft by rain, where cars got stuck in the mud. Gasoline stations and rest stops were few and spread out.




  Women smoked cigarettes, danced, flapped, bobbed their hair, wore skirts just above their knees, consumed bootleg whiskey in public, and had the right to vote. Gertrude Ederle swam the English Channel. Dorothy Gerber invented commercial baby food after tiring of straining the stuff at home.




  It was a consumer’s paradise, a time of Wonder Bread, introduced in a balloon-image wrapper, Band-Aids, Kleenex, the pop-up toaster, and the recliner. Sears launched its Craftsman and Kenmore brands.




  Bloomingdale’s opened in Manhattan, taking up an entire city block from East 59th to East 60th streets, from Lexington Avenue to Third Avenue. The Sherry-Netherland was the world’s largest apartment building. In Coney Island, the Cyclone made its debut. The book publisher Random House was founded. In 1927 the New York-New Jersey Holland Tunnel, the first twin-tube underwater auto tunnel, began operation. Pan American World Airways launched the first scheduled international flight. The first iron lung, to help polio victims breathe, was installed at Bellevue Hospital in Manhattan. The Brooklyn Museum opened, and the first automatic record changer was introduced.




  In Manhattan, on hot summer nights, hundreds of East Siders slept alfresco on their fire escapes, laughing and gossiping and enjoying a breeze when it happened to come by.




  An automobile tunnel was constructed stretching seven miles through the Rocky Mountains. The St. Lawrence Seaway was in the planning stage. Gutzom Borglum began drilling into the 6,200-foot mountain that would become Mount Rushmore.




  Eleven-year-old Yehudi Menuhin made his Carnegie Hall debut, playing Beethoven’s Violin Concerto. Calvin Coolidge Jr. was president of the United States. Italian-born anarchist immigrants Nicola Sacco and Bartolomeo Vanzetti, convicted of murder in 1921, were executed in Boston in 1927 despite worldwide protests.




  New York City was the commercial and media capital of the world. At Bell Labs on West Street, television was introduced, and its pictures were sent over phone lines from Washington, D.C., to New York City. Radio brought the world into the living room. The Grand Ole Opry made its first broadcast in Nashville. Al Jolson starred in The jazz Singer, the first talking film. Fox Movietone News was first with sound news film in New York City. Theaters projected moving pictures, then talking pictures into towns and boroughs across the country. Steel Victrola needles traced discs, producing simulated sound. The Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences was founded. The first transatlantic commercial telephone service offered connection between New York and London. For $75 a New Yorker was able to speak to a Londoner for three minutes on a transatlantic phone.




  Newness, new starts, echoed the time. Duke Ellington first played the Cotton Club. The first snowmobile patent was granted. The Roxy, Royale, and Ziegfeld theaters opened in Manhattan. In 1927 “Ain’t She Sweet?” was number one on the pop singles chart. Other hit songs included “Blue Skies” and “Ol’ Man River.” A record 270 shows opened on Broadway, including 53 musicals, such as A Connecticut Yankee, Hit the Deck, Rio Rita, The Royal Family, Show Boat, Funny Face, and Porgy.




  A dozen shows were padlocked for being immoral or obscene. Comedienne Mae West was found guilty of obscenity for off-color material and suggestive ad libs in her Broadway show Sex. She was sentenced to 10 days in jail by a New York City court. The Ziegfeld Follies and George White’s Scandals showcased what newspapers called “bare-chested women.” New York City police looked the other way. When these shows toured, more clothing was supplied for the performers to cover up. Newspapers featured scantily clad favorites such as “Flapper Fanny” and “Syncopation Sue.”




  Despite a failure rate of about 50 percent, the rubber condom grew in popularity. It was reported that about 2 million were put to use daily.




  Babies born that memorable year of 1927 included Clive Barnes, Harry Belafonte, Geoffrey Beene, Erma Bombeck, Rosalynn Carter, Cesar Chavez, Roy Cohn, Barbara Cook, David Dinkins, Isadora Duncan, Bob Fosse, Stan Getz, Althea Gibson, Hubert de Givenchy, Günter Grass, Alan King, Coretta Scott King, Eartha Kitt, Tommy Lasorda, Janet Leigh, Robert Ludlum, Sidney Poitier, Leontyne Price, Vin Scully, Neil Simon, Jerry Stiller, Kenneth Tynan, and Andy Warhol.




  Americans ate hundreds of thousands of Eskimo Pies. More than $1.5 billion were spent on advertising, much of it designed to arouse feelings of guilt and anxiety over body odor and bad breath. The beautician became a recognized professional. In 1927, 18,000 income-tax payers listed themselves as beauticians.




  Josef Stalin became the undisputed ruler of the Soviet Union. Adolf Hider held the first Nazi meeting in Berlin. In New York City and in grim small towns across America, workers labored long and hard under horrible conditions in sweatshops.




  Despite Prohibition, which forbade Americans to engage in commerce in hard liquor, beer, or wine, all were readily available in ample supply. It was said that Prohibition doubled the amount of drinking outlets in New York City and that there were tens of thousands of speakeasies. “Scarface” Al Capone became the country’s biggest bootlegger, making many millions from illegal liquor sales, the protection racket, gambling, and prostitution.




  Charles Lindbergh was given a grand ticker tape parade on his return from Paris after his solo, nonstop transatlantic flight that began on Long Island, New York. In Harlem, dancer Shorty Snowden—inspired by the headline “Lindy Hops the Atlantic”—named his dance step the Lindy Hop.




  William Randolph Hearst’s twenty-two newspapers, published in fifteen cities, had a daily circulation of 3.5 million, reaching 4 million on Sundays. New York City had 18 daily newspapers in the 1920s. The New York Daily Mirror was a morning tabloid first published in 1924 by the Hearst organization to compete with the New York Daily News, the most widely circulated newspaper in the United States. The News had begun in 1919 as the first picture newspaper, one that sports fans loved. In 1923, the year Yankee Stadium opened, the circulation of the News moved past 600,000, making it the best-selling newspaper in the United States. In that year 17 percent of newsprint was devoted to sports; in 1890 it was 4 percent. Widespread coverage of baseball was already in place in specialized publications such as the Sporting News and Baseball Magazine.




  By 1927, newspapers in New York had 10 columns of sports. The news tabloids often led their front pages with sports news and pictures. Even the New York Times and the New York Herald Tribune were giving over more and more column space to sports.




  It was a time when most people received virtually all of their current information from newspapers. Afternoon newspapers cost 3 cents; morning papers were 2 cents. The half dozen or so afternoon papers such as the Sun, the Telegram, and the journal, featured baseball results on page one. Papers were positioned face up on newsstands, and fans could see the score without buying the paper.




  Arguably, the most talented bunch of newspaper sports journalists in action at one time worked back then. They called themselves “the Gee-Whizzers,” and their zeal and love for sports and games at times surpassed that of the people they wrote about and for. They told the stories, provided the game accounts, and wrote the poems. There was no television coverage and little radio, and photographs were somewhat limited. What images, views, and information on sports there was came in the main from these sportswriters.




  The sports pages had the facts but were also sources of entertainment—soft news. Educated and eloquent, dedicated and opinionated, lyrical and knowledgeable, the sportswriters of that time plied their trade in an era when players were their drinking buddies, not their antagonists. Yet the writers competed among themselves to tell the stories, break the scoops, and come up with new angles.




  Those who plied their trade on the New York City newspapers were a who’s who of sportswriters. The New York Times boasted sports editor and columnist John Kieran and Yankee writers Richards Vidmer and James Harrison. W. B. Hanna, Rud Rennie, and sports editor W. O. McGeehan worked for the Herald Tribune. New York Daily News writers included Paul Gallico, Marshall Hunt, and Roscoe McGowen. Ford C. Frick wrote for the Evening Journal. Frank Graham, Joe Villa, and Will Wedge did their stuff for the New York Sun. The New York Telegram featured Fred Lieb, Dan Daniel, and Joe Williams. Lieb later wrote for the New York Post. The Monitor had George Bailey. Dan Parker and Charles Segar were on the New York Mirror, Edward Luster and Bill Slocum wrote for the New York American, and Arthur Mann was on the New York Evening World. Still doing their thing on the newspaper scene were icons Ring Lardner and Damon Runyon.




  Jack Dempsey held the heavyweight boxing title from 1919 through 1926. Then in 1927, in an epic grudge match seen by more than 150,000 fans who had paid $2.5 million at Soldier Field in Chicago, Gene Tunney won a controversial decision over Dempsey for the title. “Big Bill” Tilden dominated a lot of the tennis news in a sport that was the most rapidly growing one in America. Golf was also expanding big-time. The great golfers Bobby Jones, Walter Hagen, and Gene Sarazen dominated not only American courses but the venerable British greens as well. Red Grange at Illinois was a three-time football All-American. At Notre Dame, Knute Rockne coached the “Fighting Irish” to three national championships. The Harlem Globetrotters played their first basketball game in 1927. The New York Giants won the National Football League title game, and Johnny Weissmuller set several swimming records. Henry G. Steinbrenner (the father of George) won the 1927 NCAA low-hurdles championship.




  In that golden age of sports there were those who towered above the rest: Red Grange in football, Jack Dempsey in boxing, Bobby Jones in golf, Big Bill Tilden in tennis, and the poster boy for excess, George Herman “Babe” Ruth in baseball.




  The 1920s, the age of Ruth, witnessed the largest increase in a decade for recreation and entertainment. In the previous decade those who attended baseball games were mainly affluent, white-collar workers. In the twenties a better standard of living and the introduction of Sunday baseball widened the audience, attracting all classes, including recent immigrants. Like the cities baseball was played in, urban stadiums were now becoming meeting and melting grounds for Americans of all classes and backgrounds.




  Major league baseball, played in the daytime and concluding before darkness fell, saw its average annual attendance rise 50 percent in the Roaring Twenties, reaching 93 million—nearly 3,000 a game more than it had been in the previous 10 years.




  In New York City all sports were pretenders to the throne that baseball sat on. In the 1920s, at least one Big Apple baseball team played in the World Series in eight of the ten World Series. From 1921 to 1923 the Yankees and the Giants played in the Subway Series.




  According to one 1927 estimate, 107 men from 79 colleges made up nearly one-third of big league regulars. The farm system belonged to the future.




  Players spent a lot of time on long train trips. It was time to bond, rest, eat and sleep, play cards, or read books and newspapers. Liquor and beer were the refreshments of choice, both available in abundance. Baseball was the national pastime; all the best athletes gravitated to it. So many with a very strong work ethic and competitive fire were drawn to the game.




  The game was very different from baseball in the twenty-first century. Pitchers didn’t throw nearly as hard. Strikeouts were way down because batters focused more on putting the ball in play by making contact. Pitchers threw far fewer pitches. Conserving strength and going the distance were the goals.




  In 1927 batted balls bouncing into the grandstand were counted as home runs instead of ground-rule doubles as they are today. But each of Babe Ruth’s home runs hit that year has been examined by historians, and they are convinced that none bounced into the seats. But there were four-baggers smacked by others that got where they got on the bounce.




  The time it took for games to be played was much less than today. There was no need to build advertising into the structure of the contests. A batter rarely got in and out of the batter’s box during his at-bat. When he did, the home plate umpire would call for a pitch. And if it was anywhere near the plate, it was deemed a strike.




  Babe Ruth totally dominated the game. In that glorious decade he finished number one in home runs (467), RBIs (1,328), walks (1,240), strikeouts (795), and slugging percentage (.740). Ruth was a self-made man, the American dream come true, a free swinger in a free-swinging time.




  “Once my swing starts,” he said, “I can’t change it or pull up on it. It’s all or nothing.”




  Babe Ruth was the king. The 1927 New York Yankees were royalty.




  Historian A. D. Suehsdorf said: “If you didn’t like the Yankees, it was a tough time to be alive.”




  But if you loved the Yanks, it was the best of times.




  2




  PRESEASON




  

    Again that joyous, thrilling shout.




    The happiest cry of all.




    The hardened umpire’s gruff command.




    “Come on you gents. PLAY BALL!”




    —Marshall Hum, New York Daily News


  




  The press release on December 30, 1926, out of the offices of the New York Yankees in Manhattan on 42nd Street overlooking Bryant Park and the old Sixth Avenue el began, “Yankees Will Play 21 Spring Battles.”




  There would be a dozen games in Florida, seven heading north with the Cardinals, and two against the Brooklyn Robins at Ebbets Field. The Yankee schedule was of interest to a multitude of fans and to the players themselves, but to no one more than 23-year-old Tony Lazzeri.




  For on a gloomy and overcast October 10, 1926, at Yankee Stadium, he came to bat for the Yankees, who had loaded the bases in the seventh inning of the seventh game of the World Series with the St. Louis Cardinals clinging to a 3–2 lead. There were two outs.




  “The bullpen in Yankee Stadium was under the bleachers then,” Redbird pitcher Grover Cleveland Alexander recalled, “and when you’re down there you can’t tell what’s going on out in the field only for the yells of the fans overhead. There was a telephone in the only real fancy, modern bullpen in baseball. Well, I was sitting around down there not doing much throwing. The phone rang and an excited voice said ‘Send in Alexander.’”




  Having already pitched complete-game victories in games two and six, it was said that the grizzled veteran was recuperating from too much celebrating of his victory the previous day.




  “So I come out from under the bleachers,” Alexander continued. “I see the bases full and two out and Lazzeri standing at the box. Tony is up there all alone with everyone in that Sunday crowd watching him. So I just said to myself, ‘Take your time, Lazzeri isn’t feeling any too good up there and let him stew.’”




  [image: The House that Ruth Built]




  The crowd chanted: “Poosh-em-up Tony! Poosh-em-up Tony!” In four at-bats the day before against the 39-year-old right-hander Alexander, Lazzeri had gone hitless.




  The first pitch, a curve, got a swinging strike.




  The next pitch lined into the left-field seats. Foul ball.




  “Lazzeri swung,” said Alexander, “where that curve started but not where it finished. The ball got a hunk of the corner and then finished outside. If that line drive Lazzeri hit had been fair, Tony would be the hero, and I’d just be an old bum.”




  Then an overanxious Lazzeri swung and missed and struck out.




  Alexander breezed through the eighth inning. In the ninth, he pitched around “the big son of a bitch” Babe Ruth and walked him with two outs. The very dangerous Bob Meusel was next.




  “If Meusel got hold of one, it could be two runs and the Series,” Alexander later said. “So I forgot all about Ruth and got ready to work on Meusel. On my first pitch, the Babe broke for second. I caught the blur of Ruth starting for second as I pitched and then came the whistle of the ball as catcher O’Farrell rifled it to second. I wheeled around and there was one of the grandest sights of my life. Hornsby, his foot anchored on the bag and his gloved hand outstretched, waiting for Ruth to come in.”




  Incredibly, the Babe had attempted to steal second base and was thrown out. The Cardinals had their first world championship. The Yankees had a long winter talking about what might have been.




  Somehow, Babe Ruth got off the hook. The story that made the rounds was that the “Big Bam” had not attempted to steal a base but was cut down in a botched hit-and-run. The man on the hook was young Tony Lazzeri, who spent a lot of his winter suffering the slings of “what happened?” and the pain of boils.




  And that is why when he received the news that the Yankees and the Cardinals would play a series of exhibition games barnstorming north after spring training, the San Franciscan reportedly shouted, raising his fists into the air, “Vendetta! “I shall have revenge!”




  There was no doubt that the 1926 loss to the Cardinals stung Babe Ruth. But he did not suffer from boils. He also did not lust for any revenge. An incredible force of nature, he just kept rolling along, engaging in a tsunami of activities after making the final out of the World Series.




  Hither and yon, the great Ruth went, barnstorming vigorously for two weeks. On October 17, in Montreal, the Yankee slugger slammed so many shots into a nearby river, according to a report in the South Bend Tribune, that the game was called for lack of baseballs. In South Bend, Indiana, on October 23, they were ready to handle that little problem.




  The local team stocked up on baseballs, which cost $1.23 each. The game was called after six innings in large part because the Babe Ruth All-Stars arrived two hours late. The South Bend Indians were beaten, 7–3, and the “Bammer” Ruth was 3 for 4 with a home run estimated to have traveled 600 feet.




  Barnstorming completed, the Babe switched gears, embarking on a 12-week Pantages circuit single-act vaudeville tour. It kicked off in October 1926 in Minneapolis and concluded in January 1927, in Southern California. The gig netted Babe Ruth $8,333 weekly. No performer had ever made that kind of money, not Al Jolson, not Fanny Brice, not even W. C. Fields. There were those who said the Yankee slugger had to be doing something right to be earning all that money. But one of many who were not impressed was Mark Koenig, teammate and buddy and sometime entertainment critic. He called Ruth’s performance “boring as hell.”




  Part of the performance involved children coming up onstage, talking to the Babe and receiving baseballs. Amazingly, the man who loved children so much was charged and arrested for violation of child labor laws in San Diego. It was a silly nuisance charge. But it took time and some cash expended on attorney’s fees before the Yankee icon was cleared.




  In 1927 George Herman Ruth was everywhere doing everything leading up to spring training. He was a one-man endorsement machine—for pure milk, home appliances, housing developments, and cars, including Reos, Auburns, Packards, and Studebakers—models that no longer exist.




  All told, it was estimated that the Sultan of Swat earned $250,000 in 1926 from baseball, acting, barnstorming, endorsements, and syndicated ghost-written pieces.




  And the Babe, who claimed to need little sleep, even had spare time for golf, women, fishing, and mingling with celebrities and common folk.




  On January 13, 1927, the Yankees announced they had acquired Ray Morehart and Johnny Grabowski from the White Sox for Aaron Ward. It seemed like a minor transaction then, getting backup catcher Grabowski and the smallish left-handed-hitting utility player Morehart, who had begun his major league career with the White Sox as a 25-year-old in 1924. But Morehart and especially Grabowski would be two useful supplementary pieces of the 1927 team. Regular Yankee catcher Benny Bengough had injured his arm in 1926, and the 27-year-old Grabowski was looked upon as insurance.




  Tweaking the team once again on February 8, the Yankees shipped veteran hurler Sad Sam Jones to St. Louis for pitcher Joe Giard and outfielder Cedric Durst. It was another example of the attention to detail that Yankee general manager Ed Barrow, manager Miller Huggins, and the owner, Colonel Jacob Ruppert, were adept at—acquiring the spare parts to keep the mighty Yankee engine operating at full bore.




  The pieces were falling into place for the 1927 Yankees. But the biggest piece, Babe Ruth, had not signed a new contract and seemed not likely to do so anytime soon. Hands down, he had rejected the $52,000 salary he earned in 1926. That was out of the question.




  In early February, Jake Ruppert sent another in what would be a series of contract offers to Ruth. This one was for $55,000. The offer annoyed the competitive Babe, who said he had it on good authority that Ty Cobb, now with the Philadelphia Athletics, was slated to get $75,000.




  The peripatetic Yankee outfielder moved on to “Hooray for Hollywood” time. He was now a star on the East Coast and the West Coast, now making his first movie, The Babe Comes Home, for First National Pictures.




  In a break during shooting he said: “Reading, like picture shows, is almost taboo. I’ve got to watch the old optics closer than anything else.”




  Under strict orders from his trainer, Artie McGovern, the Bambino also got his beauty sleep. He was early to bed by nine o’clock (alone or with company) and early to rise, arriving at the movie set no later than six.




  On Hollywood Boulevard, running three to five miles a day, George Herman winked and smiled at folks all along the way, truly a sight for all. After circulating the streets, Ruth was rewarded back at his Hollywood Plaza Hotel with a comforting and stimulating rubdown by McGovern, who had taken leave of his gymnasium on 42nd Street and Madison Avenue to press the flesh of his most illustrious client—still unsigned to a 1927 Yankee contract. McGovern, praising himself and the wondrous work he was accomplishing, remarked about his beginnings with Ruth: “He was as near to being a total loss as anyone I ever had under my care.”




  On February 22, six days before the first Yankees were scheduled to arrive in St. Petersburg, Florida, for spring training, Babe Ruth mailed to Colonel Ruppert from Hollywood an outline of what he thought he should be paid for 1927, just another salvo in their continuing public contract wrangling. The Babe was adamant as he spoke to reporters. He pressed the point that he would retire from baseball and organize a string of gymnasiums with Artie McGovern if his salary needs were not met.




  On February 25, the day before the big man left California for New York, his salary demands were published in the New York Daily News. Two days later a letter he wrote to Colonel Ruppert appeared in the New York Times. The letter’s tone was conciliatory. It was also forceful.




  

    You will find enclosed contract for 1927 which I am returning unsigned because of the $52,000 salary figure. I am leaving Los Angeles February 26 to see you in New York and will be prepared to report at St. Petersburg but only on the basis of $100,000 a year for two years, plus $7,700 held out of my salary in the past. . . .
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    In fine physical condition today I hope to play as good as last year or better. I have exercised all winter and for the past twelve weeks have been working out of doors. At my own expense I have brought Arthur McGovern from New York to condition me.




    The New York club has profited from five of the best years of my baseball life. During that period my earning power to the club has greatly increased while my salary has remained unchanged. . . .




    During the winter season I booked my own exhibition games and without support from other players I have received more in three weeks than the New York club pays me in three months. . . .




    I have refused to discuss my new contract or salary during the Winter but now that I have returned my contract unsigned an explanation will be expected, and I wish you would show this letter to any newspaper writer who wishes to see it.




    With best personal wishes, I am




    Yours truly, BABE RUTH


  




  After the long trip from California, Babe Ruth arrived on the morning of March 2 at Grand Central Station on the Twentieth Century Limited. Half a dozen gate tenders, a squad of private police, and railroad security were powerless to hold back more than a hundred of the more ardent and adoring fans who had broken through and gained access to the train platform. They roared at their idol, easy to spot in his brown cap and tan overcoat, as he got off the train. Outside the entrance to the station, more than two thousand excited fans waited, cheering as their hero came through, a wide smile on his face.




  The smile remained as the Babe wended his way through the crowd like a big fullback and then rushed half a block to Arthur McGovern’s gymnasium. There Ruth primped and posed for almost an hour for dozens of photographers, then phoned St. Vincent’s Hospital to ascertain the condition of his wife, Helen. They had been married in 1914 when she was 17 and he was 19. Now she was ill, a victim of what was called “nervous exhaustion.” The other call was to Colonel Ruppert’s office, to lock in a time for a contract conference. A limo took him to St. Vincent’s for a 45-minute visit.




  The Ruppert Brewery, in Yorkville, then a heavily German neighborhood, occupied four city blocks—East 90th to East 94th between Second and Third avenues. It was a complex of 35 fortresslike brick buildings whose chimneys spewed smoke carrying the sulfurous smell of malt from the boiling vats into the air. On windy days the smell was especially foul and noxious. Even in summer, maids in the area closed windows, pulled down drapes, and did what they could to keep the stench out of their employers’ dwellings.




  At twenty minutes past noon, George Herman Ruth, dressed in a full-length raccoon coat, arrived at the brewery. The busy offices revealed carefully thought-out organization, reflecting the brewery’s owner. Expensive rugs on the floors and hunting trophies on the white marble walls set the tone. The Babe mugged that famous moon-face smile for photographers for more than half an hour as they snapped away, capturing him in many poses. Promptly at one, contract talks got under way in the 59-year-old Ruppert’s spacious private office. Just fifty-five minutes later, stolid Edward Grant Barrow invited twenty writers to come in.




  “Babe has accepted a three-year contract calling for $210,000,” Ruppert announced. “Babe Ruth now is the highest paid man in baseball. We came to terms without any trouble. Babe will go to camp on Saturday and everything is fine.”




  A smiling Ruth added, “And I’m glad that’s off my mind.”




  The Prince of Beer and the King of Clout were known for their public disagreements about contracts. Nevertheless, they were personal friends and liked each other. Once the contract parameters had been decided, there was a lot of good-natured banter between the two men and the gathered reporters in a kind of extended press conference.




  Colonel Ruppert told reporters that his time and talk with Ruth were “cordial, businesslike, and, as you can see, very much to the point and successful for both of us. It’s a big gamble with me, but I am convinced that Ruth, a remarkable fellow physically, won’t make me sorry. He thinks he has five more years of baseball in him and I believe he is right. I am sure he will take better care of himself now than he ever has. He isn’t growing any younger, and he realizes it.”




  “Jake did the right thing as I knew he would,” said Ruth, who had just turned 32 and had been in baseball since 1914. “Of course I had no intention of quitting baseball. I knew that everything would be all right. The Yankees have always treated me right and I knew they would this time. You can say for me that I’ll earn every cent of my salary,” the Babe bragged to reporters. “There’ll be no more monkey business for me.”




  In a time when Barrow, also referred to as “Cousin Ed” and “Cousin Egbert,” made $25,000, when Commissioner of Baseball Kenesaw Mountain Landis made $65,000, when the average American League player made about $10,000, when girls laboring in sweatshops on the Lower East Side of Manhattan sewed for $10 a week, Ruth’s salary was quite a princely sum. The only sports figures who made more money than the Sultan of Swat in 1927 were Jack Dempsey and golfer Walter Hagen.




  The most celebrated sports figure of his time, perhaps of all time, Babe Ruth was now the highest-paid player in baseball history. His salary would top that of the rest of the Yankee starting lineup combined: $454.54 per game, $56.67 per inning. On the basis of the 47 home runs he hit in 1926, the Babe would get $1,489.34 for each homer he recorded in 1927. Biweekly checks would be issued to George Herman Ruth by Manufacturers Trust Company, Yorkville Branch Office, 1511 Third Avenue, New York, New York, in the amount of $6,595.38.




  As the story goes, the Babe was asked later on how he felt making more money than the president of the United States. “I had a better year than he did,” was his reported response, though it was widely known that Babe Ruth was not that well informed on national affairs.




  The $70,000 salary paid to George Herman Ruth in 1927 would today be about $714,000—truly a bargain when one realizes that major leaguers in 2007 earned an average of more than $3 million per year.




  Weighing 221 pounds when he left Los Angeles, Ruth had gained 4 pounds en route to New York. He said his waistline was 39 inches. “I have worked harder in the past four weeks than I ever did in my life,” Ruth told Ruppert. “This making a moving picture is no joke. Maybe you think it’s all play, but take it from me, it is nothing but twelve to fifteen hours hard work every day. I never had an hour to myself from the minute I started until I left town. I’m mighty glad the picture is finished and I am anxious to see it. I think I will make a hit as an actor.”




  Ruppert responded: “You will make a bigger hit as a ballplayer. I pointed out that his loss would be as great as ours if he ever quit baseball and that movie contracts wouldn’t be so freely offered in such a contingency. The Babe is a sensible fellow.”




  Babe Ruth said, “I like the movies, but I would rather play baseball than anything else I know of. I know I have a lot of good baseball still left in my system. You fellows won’t be able to play taps over Babe Ruth for five or six years yet. That I am willing to bet on. I figure I will have a mighty fine season. Gee whiz, everything points that way. My mind is at ease and I feel fine. I guess Huggins won’t know me when I get into camp. I will get off the rest of this excess weight and by the time the exhibition games start I will be in prime shape.”




  On Saturday night, March 5, Babe Ruth arrived at Penn Station ready to board the sleeper Seaboard Airline train for the trip to St. Petersburg. Swarming all over him were a battalion of reporters and photographers and more than 50 excited youngsters. He obliged everyone—posing, talking, giving autographed baseballs to the kids. It was just amazing how the affable Ruth—unlike many sports icons who would follow him—basked in his celebrity status, enjoying the give-and-take with fans and the banter with sportswriters.




  “I am glad to get going,” he told reporters. “These last three days have been the busiest I ever remember. However, I feel fine. Everything has turned out great. I will be out hittin’ ’em on the nose Monday morning and glad I can do it.”




  The Big Bam arrived in St. Petersburg for another spring training. His first time there had been two years earlier. With his marriage failing at that time, he had been chasing and bedding women, eating, and drinking—in that order and in the Ruthian manner, over the top.




  When that spring training ended and the Yankees headed north, the Babe appeared deathly ill in North Carolina. He was hospitalized for weeks. It was called “the bellyache heard around the world.” “Too many hot dogs” was the word on the street. But insiders said that the big man had contracted a severe case of the clap.




  His sex life was high-wire, full-bore, no regrets, and reckless. “I only have two superstitions,” Ruth said. “Make sure to touch all the bases when you hit a home run, and don’t call your girlfriend ‘Tina’ if her name is ‘Susan.’”




  A legendary story from his spring training escapades involves the time he brought a woman into the hotel suite he shared with outfielder Bob Meusel. Half-asleep in his own room, “Long Bob” tried to ignore the commotion coming from Babe’s room. Finally things quieted down. Then Meusel smelled cigar smoke. Minutes later, the yells and cries returned. Then, more quiet. Cigar smoke and noise alternated, giving Meusel a fitful night of sleep.




  In the morning, as the story goes, the woman was nowhere to be found. Meusel asked Ruth how many times he had gotten laid.




  “Count the cigars,” Ruth said.




  Seven butts were in the ashtray.




  This 1927 spring was a different spring with a different Babe, one more circumspect and more intent on taking care of his body. It began after the 1925 season, during which he weighed more than 250 pounds and played abysmally. For the first time he started to watch somewhat what he ate and drank.




  His first appearance in 1927 was filled with hype, hullabaloo, and hoopla as befitted the King of Clout. Reporters swarmed about, crowded around him. They looked him over. All the stories about the terrific shape he was in seemed true. The great Ruth announced in that deep voice that had just a hint of a southern accent, “I never felt better in my life. I weigh 223 pounds and will lose only 3 pounds while here.”




  Showing off his expanded 47-inch chest, he bragged about the hardened belly. “Hit me,” he said with a smile. “Hit me as hard as you can.” One of the more intrepid scribes, James R. Harrison of the Times, went for the suggestion. Ruth took the poke, feigned some pain, and kept on smiling.




  “Twenty-four gaping rookies stood at attention as he sauntered through the lobby of the hotel,” Ford C. Frick wrote in the New York Evening Journal, “and flocks of femininity dogged his footsteps to the very portals of the elevator where a flunkey in uniform barred the way. . . . The Babe was friendly to all, smiling, bowing, yelling in a hoarse voice to teammates.”




  That morning he played golf, a round of 92, violating the training rule set by Miller Huggins that banned participation in the sport by players except on Sundays. “Special permission,” Huggins explained to reporters, was given to Ruth. “The Big Bam,” the New York Evening World’s Arthur Mann wrote, “shags flies to begin the day’s work, fields bunts, and then warms up with a catcher. By this time he is ready to go into the box, and there he remains, pitching for about 25 minutes. His batting practice consists of about 12 good wallops.”




  Billy Sunday visited the Yankee training camp. Ex-major leaguer, ex-drunk, celebrated revivalist, umpire, and scribe, he hit some balls—one was a shot he got good wood on that according to one scribe “was still smoking.”




  Smoking characterized the way many Yankees reacted to this Billy Sunday comment: “Of all the ball clubs I have looked at this spring the Athletics are by far the most impressive. The club doesn’t appear to have a single weakness.”




  But Sunday was not the only one with the pro-Philly point of view. The New York Betting Commission had installed the Philadelphia Athletics favorites to win the pennant because of their addition of veterans such as Ty Cobb, Eddie Collins, and Zach Wheat. Only 9 of 42 writers polled gave the Yanks any chance to repeat as pennant winners. American Leaguer Ban Johnson predicted a historic-five team pennant race. An AP poll of 100 players and “baseball experts” tabbed the Athletics to win it all.




  Grantland Rice wrote in the New York Herald Tribune, “From present indications, the American League race figures as follows: Philadelphia, New York, Washington, Cleveland, Detroit, Chicago, St. Louis, Boston.” Professional oddsmakers set the Athletics at 2–1, the Yankees at 3–1, and the Senators at 7–2.




  The relative youth of New York’s pitching was considered suspect by some. But Miller Huggins said: “If any of the young pitchers show me anything they will get a chance. I’ll admit that in the past I’ve been cautious about using rookies, but that was the past. This year experience isn’t going to cut so much of a figure; a young arm is sometimes better than an old head.”




  Pitching was also key in the views of New York Times reporter Richards Vidmer and columnist John Kieran. The former wrote on March 31: “The Yankees aren’t any stronger than they were a year ago and they will have stronger opposition.”




  Crescent Lake Park in St. Petersburg had a gem of a playing field at its south end, built especially for the Yankees to perform on under the Florida sun. Phil Schenk, groundskeeper at Yankee Stadium, supervised the laying out, the filling in, and the sodding of the Florida field, especially concentrating on creating a deep right field, at 390 feet.




  The thinking was that more baseballs would be lost than the manufacturers could ship into the Sunshine State if there was a short right field with the foreboding swamp behind it. The retail price of a new baseball was $2, and though they were cheaper wholesale, they still cost money. Ruth, it was said, might easily lose $50 worth of baseballs each day he practiced.




  The Babe’s first spring training home run wound up in the general direction of Tampa, with the ball allegedly landing at the feet of a farmer who told his son, “Well, I see Babe Ruth is in town again.”
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Jake Ruppert and Babe Ruth when Ruth signed a contract with the Yankees
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