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Praise for Luckiest Man

“Jonathan Eig has done a superb job of digging out the real Gehrig from behind the legend. . . . . captivating. . . . Luckiest Man stands in the first rank of sports biographies.”

—Kevin Baker, The New York Times Book Review

“Luckiest Man is a first-class biography, thoroughly researched and nimbly written. . . . If Gehrig’s ‘luckiest man’ speech offered fans a glimpse into his character, Eig’s Luckiest Man pushes the door wide open.”

—Bill Syken, Sports Illustrated

“As my consecutive games streak grew, my curiosity about Lou Gehrig also grew and I wanted to learn more about him and what kind of person he was. Jonathan Eig’s book, Luckiest Man, really helped me put all of the pieces together and gain a solid understanding of Lou, both on and off the field. I thought it was a wonderful book that provided insights about Lou, his amazing life and outstanding career.”

—Cal Ripken, Jr.

“This is a book for Yankee fans, baseball fans, and anyone who wants to read about a man whose determination and heroism inspire us today.”

—Rudolph W. Giuliani

“Jonathan Eig’s portrait of Lou Gerhig is as elegant, understated, and powerful as the Iron Man himself.”

—Jane Leavy, author of Sandy Koufax: A Lefty’s Legacy

“Admirably thorough, richly detailed and nicely written. . . . Luckiest Man is a compelling and haunting read, a worthwhile way to get back into baseball at a time when many of its biggest stars can hardly be described as noble or sympathetic.”

—Dan McGrath, Chicago Tribune

“Luckiest Man is now the definitive life of Gehrig.”

—Henry Kisor, Chicago Sun-Times

“A wonderful old-fashioned biography of one of the greatest players of all time. . . . The book is immensely satisfying as a picture of baseball and the Yankees during the 1920s and ’30s, and is moving in its account of Gehrig’s courage and determination in fighting the disease that bears his name.”

—Katharine Powers, The Boston Globe

“With splendid results, Jonathan Eig separates fact from fantasy in his stirring portrait of an athlete dying young. The Lou Gehrig he presents is more subtle, nuanced, and indeed more neurotic than the stiff, cardboard figure we previously knew. All of which makes Gehrig’s tragic final struggle more moving and profound. A wonderful book.”

—Roger Kahn, author of The Boys of Summer

“The ancient maxim ‘Never get to know your heroes’ does not apply to Lou Gehrig, the tragic Yankee whose life is so deftly and thoroughly examined by Jonathan Eig in this superb biography.”

—Fay Vincent, former commissioner, Major League Baseball

“Eig’s meticulously researched, lucidly written book seems likely to become the definitive biography of one of America’s most genuine heroes.”

—James McManus, author of Positively Fifth Street: Murderers, Cheetahs, and Binion’s World Series of Poker

“It is entirely appropriate that, after all these years, Gehrig is the subject of a full biography that treats him not just as a superb athlete but also as an admirable, if far from flawless, human being. . . . [Eig’s] research is thorough, and he pays due attention to Gehrig’s few shortcomings as well as his many strengths. . . . good, solid work.”

—Jonathan Yardley, The Washington Post Book World

“Luckiest Man is the most interesting treatment of a diamond personality I have ever read. Eig’s scholarship, minute detail, and balance combine to give a human insight into the heroic life story of the doomed Yankee slugger.”

—Ernie Harwell, Detroit Free Press

“A baseball icon, as never before portrayed. . . . Eig’s highly readable account brings uncommon humanity to a legendary, golden sports hero. One of those sports biographies that transcends sports.”

—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)

“Eig belts a home run with this probing, exhaustive biography of baseball’s Iron Horse. . . . the definitive treatment of one of the game’s most iconic figures.”

—Library Journal

“Luckiest Man joins biography, history, sociology, and journalism into a graceful, satisfying work. . . . The book’s rich detail comes from original sources, including Gehrig’s personal letters, interviews with guys who were in the dugout and colorful newspaper articles of the era. . . . Mr. Eig’s keen analysis of game stories allows us to see inside the dugout, the clubhouse and owners’ offices, and to the heart of competition, especially the Yankees’ rivalry with the Giants and Athletics. You might as well shell peanuts while you’re reading, you feel that close.”

—Lois Reed, Dallas Morning News

“Eig does a wonderful job of adding a third dimension—heart—to our understanding of a legendary ballplayer who had become a two-dimensional sports cliché.”

—Booklist

“Jonathan Eig’s Luckiest Man is comprehensively researched and richly detailed. It justifies its length by presenting a wealth of new information on Gehrig’s life and times, retrieving the real Gehrig from the mists of legend while showing us why legend claimed him in the first place.”

—Allen Barra, Los Angeles Times

“Thoroughly researched and engagingly written. . . . This book does honor to one of baseball’s great figures, a man who stands in sharp contrast to many of today’s overpaid player personalities.”

—Robert Finn, The Plain Dealer (Cleveland)

“Excellent. . . . Eig shows impressive scholarship in his biography.”

—Peter Clarey, Philadelphia Inquirer

“Luckiest Man, Jonathan Eig’s elegantly written, ironically titled biography of Yankee great Lou Gehrig, is a compelling retelling of a story many people think they already know. . . . From beginning to end, Eig has produced a compelling and readable story of a great athlete, a great tragedy and—in that Yankee Stadium speech—an unscripted moment of grace under pressure that would turn Gehrig into an icon.”

—John Keenan, Omaha World-Herald

“Eig makes baseball history come alive. . . . a resonant and very sad story. And Eig has captured it perfectly.”

—John B. Saul, The Seattle Times

“Like a swing of Gehrig’s bat, this story is delivered with simple, natural grace that connects with surprising impact.”

—Rick Harmon, The Montgomery Advertiser

“[Eig] supplements the existing biographical record with a tremendous amount of additional detail. . . . What separates this biography from several earlier attempts to capture the essence of Gehrig is the very detailed account of his illness. . . . [Eig’s] considerable journalistic experience is evident in the evenhanded analysis of Gehrig’s treatment and the ethical dilemma faced by his doctors.”

—Peter Schmuck, The Baltimore Sun

“In Luckiest Man, journalist Jonathan Eig has provided a balanced account of Gehrig’s life, athletic achievements, and above all, his gallant, losing battle with ALS. . . . This fine book tells us much about Gehrig.”

—John M. and Priscilla S. Taylor, The Washington Times

“Jonathan Eig’s meticulously researched and solidly written new biography of Gehrig, Luckiest Man, is the definitive book on the slugger who died in 1941 and who was immortalized on film by Gary Cooper in ‘Pride of the Yankees.’ ”

—Cary Clack, San Antonio Express-News

“A moving and colorful portrait of the Yankee great.”

—John Curtis, The San Diego Union-Tribune

“Jonathan Eig’s meticulously researched biography finally brings some much-needed clarity and color to baseball’s ‘Iron Horse’. . . . provides the most comprehensive portrait ever written about Gehrig.”

—Bob D’Angelo, Tampa Tribune

“The absolutely definitive Lou Gehrig biography.”

—Gene Sapakoff, The Post and Courier (Charleston, SC)

“A full, compelling account of the Yankee first baseman. . . . This is a fine biography of a real baseball legend who deserves to be immortalized.”

—Jon Caroulis, The Pittsburgh Post-Gazette

“Wonderful . . . brings us closer to Gehrig the man than any previous biography. Eig has done extraordinary work digging into primary sources, discovering, among other things, almost heartbreaking letters that Gehrig wrote to his doctors in the waning months of his life. This life is a profoundly moving story, told with great eloquence.”

—Edward Achorn, The Providence Journal

“There have been a lot of books written about Gehrig, but none so poignant, none that captured Gehrig’s courage and perseverance throughout [his illness]. His demise exemplified death with dignity—and a sense of humor. Eig’s incredible attention to detail and his research and editing of the back-and-forth letters between Gehrig and his doctors is superb.”

—Angus Lind, Times-Picayune (New Orleans)

“Nowhere will you find such rich detail about the rise and fall of this Yankee legend.”

—Bob Klapisch, The Record (Bergen County, NJ)

“Jonathan Eig brings out the heart of a champion. . . . This well-written, meticulously researched book is a story that transcends the game of baseball.”

—Bob Larkin, Albuquerque Journal
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For Jennifer



PROLOGUE


Lou Gehrig stepped onto the field at Yankee Stadium wearing a pinstriped uniform that no longer fit. His pants were bunched at the waist. His jersey billowed in the wind. The crowd hushed as they watched him walk, head bowed, feet shuffling, arms hanging weakly at his sides. They had seen him make the trip from the dugout to home plate thousands of times, but never like this, never with a look of dread creasing his face.

It was July 4, 1939, Lou Gehrig Appreciation Day at Yankee Stadium, a hot and sticky afternoon. For the first time in his life, Gehrig was afraid to be on a ballfield. He was thirty-six years old and dying. His Yankee teammates and their opponents that day, the Washington Senators, were lined up on the infield grass, waiting for the ceremony to begin. His wife and parents watched from box seats along the third-base line. More than 61,000 people sat elbow to elbow in the stands.

Gehrig never looked up. When he finally reached home plate, he stopped and scratched at the dirt with his feet. The master of ceremonies introduced some of the special guests in attendance, including Gehrig’s former teammate Babe Ruth and New York mayor Fiorello H. La Guardia. Gehrig twisted his blue cap in his hands and tottered from side to side as he listened to a series of short speeches. Next came the presentation of gifts: a fishing rod, some silver plates, a trophy with an eagle on top. He accepted them without saying a word.

The crowd applauded, but only politely. Here was Gehrig, the greatest first baseman the game had ever seen. Yet for all his accomplishments, his movie-star looks, and his gentlemanly manner, fans, somehow, had never shown overwhelming enthusiasm for him. Sportswriters said he lacked color. He was no Babe Ruth, they complained. The Babe was the Bambino, their child, and people loved him unconditionally. Gehrig’s nickname—the Iron Horse—was inspired by a train, and it was perfectly apropos. Most people don’t appreciate a train’s strength and reliability until they’re standing on the platform one day and it doesn’t show up.

When the presentations were over, the emcee, Sid Mercer, asked if the guest of honor had anything to say. Gehrig answered with a slight, almost imperceptible shake of the head, no. He was afraid he’d collapse if he tried to speak. Workers moved into position, ready to roll up the wires and pull down the microphones. Only then did it dawn on the men and women in the stands that he was going away. Cries of protest rang out. The shouting grew louder and spread like a fever through the stadium. Soon, all the fans were on their feet. Their voices came together in a chant that shook the grandstand: “We want Lou! We want Lou!”

Gehrig stood still. His shoulders hung limp and heavy. At last, Joe McCarthy, manager of the Yankees, walked over and whispered in his ear. Gehrig nodded, ran his fingers through his hair, and stepped hesitantly toward home plate. The chanting stopped. Silence blanketed the stadium again.

Ever so slowly, Gehrig leaned toward the microphones and drew a deep breath. He was about to deliver one of the saddest and strongest messages an American audience had ever heard.



CHAPTER 1




THE SURVIVOR

Baseball at the turn of the century was a game for poor immigrants and high school dropouts. The same brawny men who forged steel, built outhouses, and swept the streets through the winter turned to baseball in spring, hoping for a shot at wealth and glory. Henry Louis Gehrig was born to a poor family of immigrants, same as so many other professional ballplayers. But in many important ways he was different, and the difference had a great deal to do with his parents.

When Gehrig talked about his childhood, he rarely mentioned his father. Heinrich Gehrig stood mostly in the background of his son’s life, a distant object obscured by his generously proportioned and fiercely stubborn wife. Heinrich didn’t spend much time in the family apartment. When the old man wasn’t working, he was looking for work. When he wasn’t looking for work, he was usually at the local tavern, talking about looking for work.

Wilhelm Heinrich Gehrich was born in 1867 in Adelsheim, Germany, the seventh of nine children. He grew up in poverty. His father, Johann Philipp, was a carpenter. His mother, Sophia Johanna Pfeiffer, also came from a poor family. When Johann and Sophia married in November of 1856, they did so with a sense of urgency. Sophia gave birth to their first child three weeks after the wedding. By 1870, the Gehrichs were identifying themselves as the Gehrigs. As Heinrich grew up, he trained as an ornamental metal worker, pounding intricate patterns into iron and steel, making grilles for doors, railings, and balustrades. Metal work paid better than a lot of the grueling labor typically assigned to young men who lacked formal education, but it rarely provided a steady paycheck, at least for Heinrich. Throughout much of his life, his distaste for hard labor guided him.

Heinrich left Germany at the age of twenty. He may have emigrated illegally, since there appear to be no records of his journey in either Germany or the United States. He settled first in Chicago, didn’t like his prospects there, and soon tried New York. Long after most men his age had married, Heinrich remained single. No doubt his pokey work habits made him something short of a princely catch. He had no known family in the United States and probably lived alone, renting a bed or sofa from a family that needed whatever pittance he could afford to pay. In 1901, at the age of thirty-four, he finally met the woman he would marry.

Anna Christina Fack was born in 1882 in Schleswig-Holstein, a German province near the Danish border. When Christina was one year old, her mother died after delivering a stillborn son. Her father, a carpenter, quickly remarried. It’s not clear whether Christina continued to live with her father’s new family or moved in with her grandparents. She grew into a tall, sturdy woman, with powerful hands and forearms, like her father, and no waist whatsoever. Her hair was curly and blond, but there was nothing cute or girlish about her. As soon as she was old enough, she began working as a servant around Schleswig-Holstein, saving her money and plotting her escape.

She left home in May 1900, five months after her eighteenth birthday, sailing from Hamburg to New York in third-class steerage on a ship called the Pennsylvania. She had no friends or relatives waiting for her in the United States, no job and no place to live. As she stepped off the boat at Ellis Island, she told the clerk recording her arrival that she had twenty-five dollars to her name. She may well have been lying. Immigrants often exaggerated their wealth for fear of being turned away, and twenty-five dollars was a considerable sum for a new arrival traveling in third-class steerage.

Heinrich and Christina seemed like an unlikely couple. Both were German Lutherans, and neither was particularly religiously observant, but the similarities more or less ended there. He was mild-mannered and relaxed—maybe too relaxed—with a childish sense of humor. She was humorless and stern, single-minded in her determination to make a better life than the one she had inherited. Heinrich was an inch or so taller than his wife, but it was Christina, at 5 feet 8 inches and two hundred pounds, who filled the frame when they posed together, most often stone-faced, for photographs. Why did she choose a man almost twice her age with a weakness for the bottle and no regular source of income? The couple never mentioned in later interviews how they met or why they married. But the calendar offers one compelling piece of information: Their first child, Anna Christina, was born on May 26, 1902—just six months after her parents’ wedding.

*  *  *

 The Gehrigs made their first home together in a German neighborhood in Manhattan called Yorkville, which was so far north that many New Yorkers didn’t think of it as part of the city. Yorkville had been populated by Germans from as early as 1850, and by the time Heinrich and Christina moved in, it had the distinct feel of a bustling Deutschland village. Some referred to 86th Street where it met Second Avenue as Sauerkraut Avenue. Butchers hung hams and sausages in their shop windows. Polka music pulsed through the walls of the local beer halls. The smell of hops from the neighborhood’s giant breweries turned the air sweet on warm days, though not sweet enough to cover the smell of the countless horses that pulled carts along the cobblestone streets.

The Gehrigs began raising their family at one of those moments in history when everything seemed to be changing. Electric lightbulbs were beginning to shine in some of New York’s wealthier homes, replacing the gas lamps that had stained the city’s walls and polluted its air for so long. The energetic Theodore Roosevelt had just become the youngest president in the history of the United States. The Wright brothers were at work on their four-cylinder, gasoline-powered flying machine. Henry Ford founded his motor company in 1903 on an investment of $100,000. The Flatiron Building, one of the world’s tallest skyscrapers, had just gone up on 23rd Street in New York. Below ground, workers were digging miles of tunnels for subway trains. Horse racing was still the nation’s most popular sport, but baseball, a game that adapted nicely to the city’s alleys and sandlots, was coming on fast.

*  *  *

 Anna Christina was born in her parents’ apartment at 242 East 94th Street, in a building that later made way for a commercial laundry. The Gehrigs moved several blocks north after her birth, to 1994 Second Avenue at East 102nd Street. But they were not moving up. The family’s growth put more strain on an already lean budget, in all likelihood forcing them to head for Yorkville’s edge, a dozen blocks from the neighborhood’s best shops. So many new buildings were going up on the city’s northern frontier that landlords often offered several months of free rent to attract new tenants. On Second Avenue the family was exposed to the deafening rattle of the elevated trains, a sound so loud that people halted their conversations at the first hint of a tremor. The Gehrigs were not listed in any of the city directories during the first decade of the twentieth century, an indication that they might have been sharing apartments with other poor families, or else that they were moving so often that city record-keepers couldn’t keep up.

Brick tenement buildings sprouted along Second Avenue, row after row, block after block. Shops on the ground floor sold coal, firewood, and groceries. Horse-drawn ice wagons clunked down the streets. Even the poorest immigrants were astounded by the variety and steady supply of available products. What they couldn’t get in the stores arrived, almost magically, by pushcart. The Gehrigs were poor, but they were fortunate to be poor in a land of abundance. Christina, like most immigrants, knew how much her new home had to offer because she could see it every day—the fresh fruits, the fat hams, the warm coats—for sale on the street where she lived.

Above the shops on Second Avenue were apartments, their hallways dark, rooms glowing orange at night from gas lamps. Two-bedroom apartments sometimes accommodated three or four families. Windows stayed shut to keep out the noise and stench of the streets. A trip to the toilet meant a walk down the hall. Many tenement buildings had no bathtubs; instead cities built public baths. In warm weather, families crowded onto rooftops and fire escapes to sleep. Fresh air was a luxury.

For all her strength, there were some things Christina Gehrig could not control. As a child, she had lost her mother and her only brother. Now, despite her obsessive nurturing as a wife and mother, her daughter became sick. In New York at the start of the twentieth century, there was no shortage of dangers to an infant’s health. Tuberculosis, diphtheria, cholera, pneumonia, scarlet fever, and whooping cough were a few of the more common ones. Germs found fertile breeding grounds in the cramped, dirty apartments and tenement buildings overstuffed with coughing and sneezing children. Couples often planned for big families, anticipating that one or two children might not survive to adulthood. At three-thirty in the afternoon on September 5, 1902, Anna Gehrig died in the family apartment. A doctor in the neighborhood declared “convulsions” the cause of death and noted on the death certificate that the child had been bottle-fed. She was three and a half months old.

Christina’s second child was born on June 19, 1903, nine months after the death of her first. By some unconfirmed accounts the baby boy weighed in at a whopping fourteen pounds. Eight days later, a woman named Phillipine Jandas—probably the midwife—filled out the birth certificate. Jandas apparently assumed that the Gehrigs’ first son would be named Heinrich, after his father, and he very nearly was. But as she dipped her fountain pen and began to write the child’s name at the top of the city-issued form, “H-e-i-n . . . ,” her hand suddenly stopped. She went back, struck a line through the “i,” connected the “e” directly to the “n,” and then added an “ry.” The baby was named Henry Louis—Louie, his mother would call him—and the Gehrig family took a giant step toward assimilation.

*  *  *

 The Gehrigs and the Upper East Side were both growing. When the elevated train tracks along Second and Third Avenues were completed late in the nineteenth century, they cast thick, crazy-quilt shadows on the streets, blocking what little light had managed to sneak into adjacent apartments. The steel and iron tracks were ugly, and the trains were so loud they frightened horses. Even so, the Upper East Side became a very attractive neighborhood.

While the poor clustered near the train lines, the wealthy began lining up a few blocks to the west, along Central Park. In 1901, the same year the Gehrigs were married, Andrew Carnegie built a massive house at 91st Street and Fifth Avenue (now the home of the Cooper-Hewitt Museum), a short walk from some of the poorest parts of Yorkville. Jacob Ruppert—who owned the brewery that made Knickerbocker beer and who would eventually come to own the Yankees—lived at Fifth Avenue and 93rd Street in a castle-like mansion on a hill. All around these massive homes were rocky, vacant lots, shantytowns, and a growing number of tenement buildings. The Ruppert home had a buffer against the city’s grimy side: a densely planted apple orchard. Children from the tenements would look down the street to check for cops and then hop the fence and grab all the fruit they could stuff in their pockets. Adults from the tenements near the Ruppert estate learned quickly that there were legitimate opportunities available within the walls of the nearby mansions. There were tea sets to shine, horses to shoe, clothes to mend, and windows to wash. It wasn’t high-paying work, but there was an awful lot of it. The Gehrigs needed money, Heinrich wasn’t coming up with much, and Christina didn’t have any relatives to help take care of the children so that she might go to work. Still, she found a way. She began cooking and cleaning for her neighbors, most of whom were too busy cooking and cleaning in the mansions to take care of their own homes.

Thirteen months after the birth of their son, the Gehrigs’ family grew again. Sophie Louise, named for Heinrich’s mother, was born on July 27, 1904. Heinrich continued working sporadically. Christina continued to pick up the slack. Stacks of laundry piled up on her kitchen counters and tabletops. The apartment smelled of soap and coal and sugar and flour and, sometimes, a nice beef stew. A neighbor walking into her cluttered kitchen might have had a difficult time determining where Christina’s own housework ended and her paid labor began.

Lou was always Lou, or Louie—never Henry. A picture at age four shows a solidly built fireplug of a boy, one foot on the sidewalk, the other on the macadam curb, his hands placed rakishly on his hips. He wears a turtleneck, a hooded sweater that’s several sizes too big, three-quarter-length knickers, and square-toed shoes. His wavy blond hair is a mess. The sun gleams in his right eye, and his lips almost form a smile.

Christina put her son to work as her second in command, delivering stacks of folded laundry and picking up supplies from nearby stores. Even as a small boy he proved remarkably reliable. The prize, when he returned to the apartment, was a cut of roast beef and a slice of homemade pie. But the real reward for Lou must have been Christina’s approval, something Heinrich rarely received.

As her two children got older, Christina began leaving the house in search of more work. The teeming tenements were nobody’s idea of an ideal place to raise a family, but they at least provided a steady supply of babysitters. More mansions kept popping up in the neighborhood, which meant more jobs, which meant Christina was able to find work mopping, dusting, and cooking. To earn extra money, she often brought home laundry from the mansions and washed it in her apartment. Tenement units had no plumbing, of course, so water had to be hauled up the stairs, heated on the stove, and poured into the tub. Dirty water had to be carried back downstairs and out of the building. Washing and rinsing a single load of laundry required about fifty gallons of water. Christina Gehrig had a body built for manual labor, but her shoulders surely must have grown rounder and her legs thicker as she toted water, laundry, groceries, wood, and ice, not to mention children.

Heinrich and Christina argued often and at impressive volume. One morning, after Heinrich had been out late drinking the night before, Christina discovered a stash of seventeen dollars in crumpled bills, the result of her husband’s good luck at the pinochle table. While Heinrich slept, Christina hustled Lou out of the house and took him by train to Coney Island, where she let him ride the roller coaster and eat hot dogs and ice cream, all on Heinrich’s dime. The day became a cherished memory, one they would laugh about for years, remembering not only the fun but also that it came at Heinrich’s expense. Many years later, Lou’s wife, Eleanor, would write that Christina and Lou “resented the fact that he [Heinrich] spent too much time over pinochle and beer, and he resented the fact that they were subtly allied against him.”

*  *  *

 In the winter of 1906, Sophie, not yet two years old, became sick. Her parents took her to Riverside Hospital on February 15, but the doctors there couldn’t help. Sophie, diagnosed with measles, diphtheria, and bronchopneumonia, held on for five weeks. She died on March 22, just before dawn. With no money to bury her, the Gehrigs allowed the hospital to send her body to Fresh Pond, a crematorium in Queens.

At some point during these seasons of loss, Christina became pregnant and gave birth to another boy. But the child died too quickly to acquire a name. There is no birth or death certificate on file with New York City.

By the time he was three years old, Henry Louis Gehrig, like his mother, was an only child. Later, when he became one of the nation’s most famous athletes and the subject of countless newspaper and magazine articles, Christina would boast that Lou had been better off than most of the poor immigrants in their neighborhood. Inasmuch as she made sure he never missed a meal, she was right. But she usually neglected to mention that her son’s special circumstance came at great cost. The Gehrigs were just as poor as their neighbors—poorer than many. Their sole advantage, if it can be called an advantage, was that they had only one child to clothe and feed. Lou would never speak in detail of his lost siblings. He acknowledged the deaths but not how deeply his family had been hurt.

Christina devoted herself more fiercely than ever to work. She used her extra income to help move the Gehrigs out of Yorkville and into an apartment in the neighborhood of Washington Heights, at 2266 Amsterdam Avenue, far uptown under the old Washington Bridge, which crossed the Harlem River. The Gehrigs enrolled their son at Public School 132, a massive rectangle of brick built in the same year he had been born. Though the boy threw with his left hand and kicked with his left foot, he learned to write with his right hand. Schoolteachers in those days didn’t give lefties a choice.

Gehrig was the subject of a crushing degree of attention. Christina fed him as if he were a runt, as if every bite he took were an immunization, as if every ounce of flesh on his chunky frame might provide further protection from the invisible germs choking New York City’s air. “I don’t pretend Lou was born with a silver spoon in his mouth,” she said. “But he never left the table hungry, and I can say he had a terrible appetite from the first time he saw daylight. Maybe his clothes were torn, dirty and rumpled after playing baseball and football, but he was always clean and neatly dressed when I sent him off to school.”

When he left the house, Gehrig burst forth like a furloughed soldier, starved for recreation. He played marbles, hitched sleigh rides, and threw snowballs at anything that moved up on Deep Grass Hill. He stole potatoes from grocery stores and roasted them over trash fires in vacant lots. Once, when he was eleven, he swam across the Hudson River, from Manhattan to Fort Lee, New Jersey. He begged to be included in baseball games, even when the boys at play were bigger and older. The children in the neighborhood soon discovered that Gehrig, while not especially coordinated, had an arm like a slingshot. He wasn’t bad with his fists, either.

But back in his family apartment, Gehrig did what he was told and ate what was in front of him. Christina cooked so much food that her table sometimes looked as if it were set for four children. It was thick and greasy stuff—stews and wursts and potato pancakes and pickled herring—and Little Louie kept eating until no one but his mother called him “little” anymore. The Gehrig family had been pounded by poverty and wrecked by disease, but Christina emerged as a hero to her only surviving child. She was not the most lovable hero. She was a muscular, unemotional figure. But with Heinrich so often gone, it was Christina who explained to her son what would be expected of him. It was she who set the example. Her devotion was never in doubt.

“I’m like one of those Al Smith cigars—up from the streets,” Gehrig once said. “And if it had not been for my mother, well, I’d be a good-natured, strong-armed and strong-backed boy, pushing a truck around New York, loading and unloading boxes that less powerful truck drivers could not handle.”

Henry Louis Gehrig would grow into a soft-spoken and enigmatic man, sensitive and kind, and yet unfathomable in many ways. But some elements of his personality were easier to read than the big “NY” he would come to wear across his chest as a member of the New York Yankees. He was a worrier, obsessed with pleasing others. As an adult, he was fortunate enough to earn terrific sums of money for playing a game he adored. He found himself a part of the greatest baseball team of all time, consorting with some of the most extraordinary men to ever lift bat or beer bottle, during one of the nation’s most exuberant eras. Yet he always approached his job with a grim determination and a deep fear of disappointing his employers, his teammates, and his fans.

Throughout his career, Gehrig would dote on his mother. He would write her when the team went on the road, and when he returned from a long trip, he would greet her on the train platform with long hugs and tender kisses. His public displays of affection for his mother earned him a fair bit of ribbing from his teammates, and much more no doubt went on behind his back. But he was never ashamed. He loved her, and he didn’t care who knew it. If there were a Hall of Fame for mama’s boys, Gehrig would have been a shoo-in.



CHAPTER 2




“BABE” GEHRIG

Lou Gehrig was picked on as a child—for his poverty, for his shyness, for his ethnicity, and not the least for his bulging rear end. The children on the playgrounds awarded him the plainest of all nicknames: “Fat.”

He was nervous and aloof. He kept his thoughts and feelings in check. But action was a critical part of his otherwise timid life. “We kids used to get up and play baseball at six and seven o’clock in the morning,” he recalled, “so that by the time the sun was good and hot we’d have our fill of the game and could bum our way up to 181st Street and go swimming. . . . We’d swim and eat cookies all day, return home late for supper and get the devil whaled out of us for waywardness.”

At play, his shyness gave way to a joyful sense of adventure and a powerful competitive drive. He grew angry when he lost, and shouted when he thought he’d been cheated. He teased and ran from the neighborhood policemen, same as the other children, but never landed in serious trouble. He was too cautious to cause real problems, too frightened by his mother’s stern look and his father’s occasional slap. Some children find their greatest joy in books, others in the company of friends. Gehrig found his in the physical, in the digging and jumping and tackling and punching, in the reassuring feel of a leather ball with raised stitches squeezed in his left hand.

At play in the northernmost reaches of Manhattan, he would have had almost constant views of the city’s waterways. He would have taken long walks past harbors full of tugs and freighters that puffed black smoke and churned oily, gray water. But for a young man who loved games, the neighborhood’s centerpiece was an enormous wooden stadium called the Polo Grounds, home of baseball’s New York Giants. The Polo Grounds sat in Coogan’s Hollow, a North Harlem meadow framed by a large bluff to the west and the Harlem River to the east. Fans who couldn’t afford twenty-five cents for admission would scramble up to the top of Coogan’s Bluff and catch glimpses of the games for free. There was no better place than the bluff for a boy to turn his back on the place where he grew up and lose himself for a while in baseball.

“Back in the days when a quarter was a fortune and we had to save for weeks to get the price of a bleacher seat,” Gehrig once wrote, “the Giants had been our favorites. And our quarters had all gone for a seat in the left field bleachers—the ‘George Burns bleachers’ we always called them in the good old days.” George Burns—not the comedian—played left field for the Giants from 1911 to 1921.

Gehrig’s neighborhood was also home to Hilltop Park, home of the Highlanders, the team that would later become the Yankees. Hilltop Park sat on one of the highest pieces of ground in Manhattan, between Broadway and the Hudson River at West 165th Street, overlooking the New Jersey Palisades. The stadium had been built in only six weeks, at a cost of $300,000, after the Highlanders were purchased from Baltimore in 1903. There were seats enough for 16,000, but many more squeezed in for big games. Fans would bring their own chairs and set them up deep in the outfield or along the foul lines. Fences were so deep—at 542 feet to center field—that there is no record of a ball ever leaving the park for a home run.

*  *  *

 Baseball in the first part of the twentieth century was vastly different from the game played today—vastly different even from what it would become by the time Lou Gehrig began his professional career. Games started late in the afternoon so that fans could work nearly a full day, spend two hours at the ballpark, and still get home for dinner. Men with megaphones announced the starting lineups. A small army of vendors sold steamed sausages (they were not yet widely known as hot dogs), peanuts, and—as “Take Me Out to the Ball Game,” the nation’s number-one hit song in 1908, noted—Cracker Jack. As the games wore on, fans in the upper reaches of the grandstand found themselves looking down at the action through a halo of cigarette and cigar smoke, but city dwellers at the time were accustomed to smoke and foul odors.

Players wore heavy flannel uniforms with no names or numbers on the back. “You can’t tell the players without a program!” vendors at the stadiums shouted. Fielders’ gloves were not much bigger than those worn by blacksmiths or carriage drivers. The gloves helped soften the sting on hard-hit balls, but they were nothing like the giant baskets that players use today to grab fly balls. Back then, a one-handed catch was something special. When a ball was slapped foul into the stands, fans tossed it back onto the field. Few spectators paid to sit in the outfield because balls were seldom hit to the deepest part of the park. At the time, great swaths of outfield grass were seen as a boon to offense, allowing balls to roll a while before they were retrieved and tossed back.

In the first decade of the century, the game was built largely on speed and daring. The most exciting play was the inside-the-park home run. Pitchers spat upon and scuffed the baseballs to make them break more sharply. By the end of nine innings, the balls were often lopsided and soggy, their red stitches frayed, their white skins brown and gray. “We didn’t have a baseball to hit in those days,” recalled Raymond “Rube” Bressler, who played the game from 1914 to 1932. “We had a squash.” Today a bat goes “Crack!” when it meets the ball; then it went “Plunk.”

“The only way you could hit a home run was if the outfielder tripped and fell down,” said Edd Roush, who played from 1913 to 1931. “The ball wasn’t wrapped tight and lots of times it got mashed on one side.” Good old George Burns, for example, came to bat more than 7,000 times in his career, yet he hit only forty-one home runs. Scoring occurred about as often as it does today in a World Cup soccer match. When a batter reached first base, even with one out, managers, desperate for runs, often instructed the next man to lay down a sacrifice bunt.

Not long after Lou Gehrig’s seventh birthday, the Highlanders and Giants engaged for the first time in a short-lived spectacle called the City Series. The Manhattan Bridge had just been completed. The light opera Naughty Marietta was a big hit downtown. And somewhere to the west, the Philadelphia Athletics and Chicago Cubs were competing in the baseball event that was meant to capture the attention of fans nationwide: the seventh annual World Series. But in October of 1910, most of the baseball hawks in Gehrig’s neighborhood were more interested in the competition between the Highlanders and Giants, with games alternating between the Polo Grounds and Hilltop Park. The teams played purely for bragging rights (and, in the case of the owners, for the thousands of dollars in ticket revenues generated by the games). The Giants, with pitcher Christy Mathewson, winner of twenty-seven games that year, were the heavy favorites. Ballplayers in 1910 didn’t win huge national celebrity—there was no TV or radio yet to spread their fame—but Mathewson was the closest thing to a superstar the game possessed. He was one of baseball’s few college men and its finest role model. He lived cleanly and spoke eloquently. Only his pitches were nasty.

The Highlanders, counting on a bunch of no-names like John Wesley Knight and Harry Meigs Wolter, never had a chance. The Giants not only won the series, four games to two, but also won the ongoing loyalty of Gehrig and most of his friends.

Baseball was growing up fast, and young immigrants like Gehrig took to the sport with fervor. This was no country club game. Most baseball fans had little interest in tennis or golf or badminton. Theirs was a game played in the grass and dirt by men with European surnames and beer breath. It became America’s pastime not merely because it was invented here but because it embraced the nation’s egalitarian ideals—except, of course, for the fact that African American players were not permitted to play in the major leagues. On streets filled with a dozen or more accents, baseball offered a universal vocabulary. And there was no better neighborhood to witness the enthusiasm than the one in which Lou Gehrig grew up.

*  *  *

 On April 14, 1911, flames swept through the Polo Grounds’ wooden grandstand. A watchman from the nearby railroad track spotted the fire and sounded an alarm, but too late. Clouds of orange and gray smoke choked the night air over northernmost Manhattan as neighbors stepped out of their apartments to watch the ballpark burn.

Months later, baseball’s finest palace rose from the ashes, a giant bowl of concrete and steel, with Italian marble boxes around the front of the upper-deck grandstand, balustrades decorated with American eagles, and a cantilevered roof topped with blue and gold banners. The grandstand was embellished with a series of ornate male and female figures, each holding a shield emblazoned with the logo of one of the National League’s eight teams: New York, Brooklyn, Boston, Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, Chicago, Cincinnati, and St. Louis. But putting aside all the frilly detail, the single most impressive thing about the stadium was its size. It had 16,000 seats when it reopened and expanded weeks later to 34,000.

As fans arrived by a network of subways, trolleys, and elevated trains from far beyond Gehrig’s working-class neighborhood, the Polo Grounds became a muscular symbol of New York’s growth and a testament to the increasingly important role of sport in American culture. It was one of the first ballparks with pretensions. The owners guessed, correctly, that a baseball stadium could function in much the same way as a city park—as an escape, a cool wedge of green grass in an otherwise gray and grimy city, a place people would set out to visit when they wanted brief refreshment from their cramped and sooty lives.

Still, the men who rebuilt the Polo Grounds failed to foresee some of the changes that would affect their business. They didn’t anticipate the advent of the automobile, for example. The Polo Grounds offered no parking. More important, they failed to predict that fans would soon clamor to see home runs smashed over outfield walls. The Polo Grounds’ horseshoe shape encouraged people to sit along the foul lines, not in the outfield. The stadium’s design also created a vast outfield. To a batter standing at home plate, center field at the Polo Grounds looked like it ended somewhere in the Hamptons.

*  *  *

 Young Lou Gehrig learned about baseball’s famous players by collecting the glossy gray baseball cards that came in packages of his father’s Sweet Caporal cigarettes. Like most of the children who used broomsticks for bats and rags for bases, he indulged the dream of becoming a professional athlete, even though he showed few natural abilities. He was slow on the bases and even slower to learn. Games that came naturally to others required long hours of practice for him. “Some ballplayers have natural born ability,” he once said. “I wasn’t one of them.” The fact that he threw left-handed made him something of a misfit, too, because no one in his neighborhood owned a left-hander’s glove. When Heinrich finally bought his son a mitt one year for Christmas, he bought it for the wrong hand. He never considered that a left-handed boy would need a mitt for his right hand. Gehrig jammed it on backwards and used it as best he could.

Though the Gehrigs had their own apartment on Amsterdam Avenue, they were far from comfortable. When census takers knocked on his door in 1910, Heinrich claimed that he had worked almost continuously in 1909, but that just then he happened to be between jobs. The Gehrigs lived among Irishmen, Englishmen, Italians, and Jews; seamstresses, proofreaders, bricklayers, and clerks. Most families had at least two incomes. Their neighbors, the Gallaghers, for example, had three adults living in their apartment, and all three had jobs. Mr. Gallagher was a porter, and his two daughters were telephone operators.

When his mother was working, Lou sometimes followed his father to the nearest turnverein, a German gymnastics club and social hall at 156th Street in the Bronx. Gehrig lacked confidence in many ways, but he began at an early age to believe in his physical strength. At the turnverein he fell in love with exercise, with the parallel bars, pulleys, and free weights, with the musty smell of the locker room and the quiet company of men. Everything about it appealed to him. It was solitary work, grueling at times, but exercise offered a clear system of rewards. The harder he worked, the stronger he got. By the time he was twelve, his chest and shoulders had begun to catch up to his belly and backside. The firm line of his powerful jaw had begun to emerge from beneath those fleshy cheeks.

*  *  *

 In 1917, the United States declared war on Germany. As American soldiers began shipping out, anti-German sentiment in the United States swelled. The Gehrigs might have wished they were back in Yorkville, where there were enough of their own people to provide a buffer. Gehrig, in his last year at P.S. 132, came in for more taunting than ever. Even in America’s ballparks, German immigrants sought to distance themselves from their native land. Heinie Groh, an infielder for Cincinnati, and Heinie Zimmerman, who played third base that year for the Giants, both let it be known that they preferred from then on to be called Henry.

For many of Gehrig’s classmates at P.S. 132, graduation day marked the end of their formal education. They were ready to begin working full-time, in the family store, at home, or at any of the low-paying service jobs available at the time to minors. But Christina Gehrig wanted her son to go to high school. She wanted him to be an architect or an engineer. So she dressed him for his grade-school graduation as if he were an up-and-coming aristocrat, in a high-collared shirt buttoned to the chin, a long coat with a thick sash around the waist, and a baggy pair of knickers. He combed his blond hair straight back, which added at least an inch or two to his already impressive height. As he posed for a photograph, he managed a tight-lipped smile.

At the time Lou Gehrig entered the High School of Commerce, at 155 West 65th Street—a long ride along elevated train tracks from home—his cheeks were still pale and smooth. Even with the baby fat gone, he had the expression of an innocent child, a face waiting for its lines to be written. His mother continued to tell him how to dress. Christina Gehrig insisted on knickers for her son. Maybe they were his best pants, or maybe she wanted to go on thinking of him as Little Louie. In any case, Heinrich said nothing on his son’s behalf. So Lou, afraid of making trouble, bought a pair of long pants with the money he made at one of his jobs, hid them in the dumbwaiter, and changed every day on his way in and out of the apartment building. Those who knew Gehrig as a young man used words such as “worried” and “harassed” to describe him. They said he seemed from an early age to be carrying with him a sense of his own worthlessness.

He kept to himself at Commerce High, making few close friends. If the girls in his school or neighborhood were attracted to this strong and handsome young man, Gehrig didn’t seem to notice. His classmates said they never saw him with a girl. Gehrig didn’t play on any athletic teams during his first year at Commerce. In one interview, he said it was his mother’s decision not to let him play. In another, he said the choice was his own. “I wanted to play ball on the high school team, but lacked the courage to try out for a position until my junior year,” he said.

Later, when Gehrig was famous, several of his former classmates would attempt to take credit for discovering the young athlete. Oliver Gintel, for one, who went on to make a nice living selling furs, claimed that he had been trying out for the soccer team when he accidentally kicked a ball in the direction of a beefy young man at the edge of the field. The stranger took a short step, swung his left leg at the ball and sent it flying almost the entire length of the practice field. “I then went to work on him in earnest,” recalled Gintel in a letter to one of Gehrig’s early biographers.

When Gehrig did finally begin to compete, he did so with hurricane-force energy, as if making up for lost time. He played soccer, football, and baseball, sometimes two out of three on the same day. Baseball, at the outset, was his weakest game, by some accounts. But he was too big and strong for his coach, Harry Kane, to give up on him. Kane put Gehrig at first base, where his clumsiness seemed likely to do the least damage. The coach drilled his infield by hitting ground balls to every position and having the fielders throw over and over again to first. The fields at Commerce were a mess, more rock than grass. Balls skidded in the dirt and bounced off his glove, shins, and chest. Gehrig kept practicing.

He also pitched in high school. Though he lacked control, he threw the ball harder than anyone on his team. But it wasn’t Gehrig’s pitching that excited his coaches. By the spring of his junior year, it was clear that Gehrig was one of the most powerful hitters—if not the most powerful hitter—ever to emerge from the city’s public schools. Long-distance home runs were still a relatively new phenomenon, and there were only a few grown men in the big leagues capable of hitting them with regularity. When Gehrig started launching balls over fences in high school games, word spread quickly. His biggest weakness as a hitter, Kane said, was an inability to hit curve balls from left-handed pitchers. So Kane, a left-handed pitcher who had won two games and lost seven as a big-league pitcher before becoming a coach, began tossing his star pupil curve after curve. “We set to work together,” Kane recalled years later, “and after a few weeks of practice, day in and day out, he completely overcame his fault.”

*  *  *

While his son attended Commerce, Heinrich Gehrig became ill. Some accounts said he was stricken with some sort of temporary paralysis; others suggested that the disability was more mundane, possibly alcohol-induced. In either case, the result was the same: He couldn’t work. The family moved from Amsterdam Avenue to another apartment building in the same neighborhood, at 2079 Eighth Avenue.

Christina turned to the help-wanted section of the newspaper and found a full-time job as a cook and housekeeper for Sigma Nu Theta, a fraternity at Columbia University. Her son helped out by taking whatever jobs he could get—working in butcher shops and grocery stores, delivering newspapers, mowing lawns in summer, and shoveling snow in winter. Sometimes he dug for clams on the banks of the Hudson River, selling his catch to the nearby Connor’s Hotel. One day, he showed up for high school football practice covered in soot, explaining that he’d been doing janitorial work in place of his father. And sometimes, when practice was over, he would head to the Sigma Nu house at Columbia to help his mother serve dinner or clean up after it. Weekends and holidays provided a chance to work longer hours and make more money.

Schoolwork did not seem to get in the way much. By most accounts, Gehrig was a solid but unspectacular student. As with sports, he had to work hard to get by.

By the start of his senior year, he stood nearly six feet tall and weighed more than 180 pounds. In his orange and blue football jersey and skintight pants, Gehrig stood out on the gridiron like a skyscraper among row houses. His size was not the only thing classmates noticed: “No one who went to school with Lou can forget the cold winter days and Lou coming to school wearing khaki shirt, khaki pants and heavy brown shoes, but no overcoat, nor any hat,” wrote classmate Arthur Allen Narins in a letter to biographer Paul Gallico. “He was a poor boy.” Until well into his thirties, when he had become one of the nation’s wealthiest and best-known athletes, Gehrig consistently refused to wear an overcoat, no matter how cold the weather.

For all his insecurities, Gehrig the teenager surely must have realized that he was becoming a fine athlete. If his coaches and peers didn’t convince him, then perhaps the law of supply and demand did. By the time he turned seventeen, strangers were offering him money to play a game that his mother had long deemed a worthless trifle. The Minqua Assembly District, a political club on 181st Street, fielded a semiprofessional baseball team and recruited Gehrig to play as they competed with squads from other political districts in New York and New Jersey. Each team was paid thirty-five dollars, the cash to be divided evenly among its players at the end of a game. But pitchers and catchers received special stipends of five dollars each, perhaps intended to help the assemblymen recruit a couple of talented ringers at key positions. Gehrig told the Minqua managers he was a pitcher. Five dollars was enough to feed his family for a week.

*  *  *

 On June 24, 1920, a few days after Gehrig’s seventeenth birthday, more than 8,000 fans gathered at Grand Central Terminal to bid farewell and good luck to the Commerce baseball team as it departed for a big game in Chicago. The steam engines hissed, and the crowd shoved and screamed. Security guards, afraid that they might lose control of the mob, sent for help. The police arrived. Violence was avoided.

Commerce was New York’s best baseball team that year. With each win that spring, the excitement had climbed. The athletes became campus heroes, and Lou Gehrig, bashing the ball harder than any high school coach or player had seen, became the biggest hero of all. There is no evidence to suggest, however, that he took advantage of his celebrity to forge friendships or to sweep young women off their feet. He enjoyed the company of his teammates, but he otherwise kept to himself.

The boys from Commerce had beaten every top team in New York, and now came their reward—a trip to Chicago, all expenses paid, and the chance to compete against Chicago’s best high school team, Lane Technical, in a game played at Cubs Park, soon to be renamed Wrigley Field. It was Gehrig’s first long journey, his first glimpse of the small towns and big farms and crooked rivers that stretched out over the western states. The New Yorkers wouldn’t get much sleep on the train. They were too excited.

Even before Gehrig and his teammates departed, newspapers in Chicago had warned readers that Commerce would be tough to beat. “The Gotham boys have a first baseman, Louis Gehrig, who is called the ‘Babe Ruth’ of the high schools,” wrote the Chicago Tribune. “If he gets hold of one, it is quite likely to be driven over the right wall at the Cubs’ park.” Gehrig, of course, would spend the next twenty years facing comparisons to Ruth. The first may well have been the sweetest.

For a short time it appeared that Commerce might have to make the trip without its leading power hitter. Christina Gehrig didn’t want to let her son leave home for five days. Lou assured his mother that he would make up whatever work he missed, but Christina was unmoved at first. She didn’t understand why a young man needed to go to Chicago to play ball. Her son’s busy after-school schedule suggested that there were more than enough games in the New York metropolitan area. Lou tried to explain that this was a special game, a championship game, but he wasn’t able to budge his mother. He asked Coach Kane to intervene. Kane visited the Gehrigs and promised that he would look after their boy. Only then did Christina relent. For Lou, it was a small but crucial victory. Perhaps he felt his mother’s hold on him loosen as his train sped west. He rode in a train car full of new things: crisp white sheets and extra blankets and uniformed servants. The entire trip must have felt like a spectacular gift. He couldn’t see much as he stared out the window into the darkness, but he could feel the movement, the gentle rocking. His life until then had been one of fixed geography. Now he was going somewhere.

The young athletes from Commerce High were treated like celebrities. Former President William H. Taft, also on his way to Chicago, stopped into their car to wish them well. So did Joe Frisco, a stuttering comedian, who tried out some of his jokes and showed the boys a brand new dance he called “The Shimmy.” The engine sighed to a stop in Chicago on a warm Friday morning. A soft Lake Michigan breeze greeted the boys as they stepped onto the platform and squinted into the sun. More than 2,000 people met them at the station. The crowd included the Lane Tech High School marching band, dressed in khaki uniforms with wide-brimmed hats. As the band began to play, President Taft slipped away virtually unnoticed. Gehrig and his twelve teammates whispered and laughed as they climbed into convertibles and joined a parade through the city’s downtown Loop. Streets were not closed for the parade, so the marchers had to slide out of the way of rumbling delivery trucks and horse-drawn carriages. The procession continued along Madison Street to State Street, where the tall buildings threw shadows and amplified the sounds of the screeching trumpets and snapping snare drums. It would have been nearly impossible to be in downtown Chicago that Friday morning and not know the young men from New York had arrived and that tickets were still on sale for the next day’s game—one dollar for box seats and fifty cents for general admission.

After a stop for lunch, the team traveled by car to Comiskey Park on the city’s South Side, where the White Sox were playing the Cleveland Indians. The boys tucked their uniforms under their arms and carried them into the stadium so they could change out of their other clothes and begin practicing when the game ended. The young athletes had looked forward to seeing the White Sox and Indians almost as much as they had looked forward to their own game. The great Shoeless Joe Jackson patrolled the outfield for the Sox, and the boys from Commerce scrutinized his every move. They had terrific seats, courtesy of Mr. Comiskey, and Chicago pounded Cleveland for a 6-3 win. (Scoring had gone up somewhat since 1911, when the league started using balls with cork centers.) Shoeless Joe proved every bit as good as advertised, with two hits in three at-bats, one run batted in, and one run scored. A year later, Jackson and seven of his teammates would be banned for life from baseball for allegedly throwing the 1919 World Series.

*  *  *

 After the game, the high school players slipped into their uniforms and walked to Armour Park, just north of the big-league stadium. The park, named for one of Chicago’s meatpacking titans, sat within sniffing distance of the city’s massive slaughterhouses. The smell of blood and burnt hair and excrement was awful, “an elemental odor,” the muckracking novelist Upton Sinclair had once written, “raw and crude.” But the boys from New York were probably too keyed up to care. Jimmy Archer, who had retired just two years earlier after a long career with the Pirates, Tigers, Cubs, Dodgers, and Reds, stood in the shade and watched the teenagers practice. The shortstop, Bobby Bunora, made some smooth moves around the middle of the infield, and third baseman Sewell Johnson fired the ball convincingly from third base to first.

“These kids can play ball,” Archer said to a reporter standing beside him.

After taking a few throws at first base, Gehrig tossed his mitt in the dirt and picked up a bat. Though it was only practice, his performance was impressive enough to make the next day’s paper—though not impressive enough that reporters would double-check the spelling of his name: “Louis Gherig . . . ,” wrote the Tribune, “displayed a bit of batting prowess that made the spectators gasp. Twice, when taking his turn, he poled a long drive to right field that probably would have cleared the right field wall at the Cubs park.”

By now the players and coaches at Lane surely knew that Gehrig was a dangerous hitter. His size, if nothing else, would alert them when he stepped to the plate. If Saturday’s game got tight, Lane’s pitchers would probably walk him rather than take a chance that he might hit a home run.

The team stayed downtown at the Hotel Sherman and woke to another cloudless blue sky. They used the players’ entrance at Cubs Park, walking down a long ramp to the cool, dank locker room. They chatted nervously as they changed into their uniforms. The Lane Tech band led them onto the field before playing the national anthem. The stands were packed with more than 6,000 fans, the biggest crowd anyone could recall for a high school game. Lane brought its cheerleading squad, but the fans hardly needed any encouragement to make noise.

Bobby Bunora struck out to start the game. Sewell Johnson followed with a single. Gehrig fouled off two pitches, then took a walk. With two men on, Lane’s slender young pitcher, Tom Walsh, lost his cool. He hit the next batter and walked the one after that, forcing in a run. By the end of the first inning, the New Yorkers led, 3-0.

The “binglefest,” as one writer called it, had begun. Between innings, singers raised megaphones to their lips and serenaded the crowd. Joe Frisco dropped by and once again presented his “Shimmy,” this time to a much bigger audience. As the game stretched on, though, Gehrig didn’t do much bingling, shimmying, or anything else. He grounded back to the pitcher in the second inning, struck out in the fourth with a man on base, then walked again and scored in the sixth. In four at-bats, he put the ball in play only once, and even then hit it feebly.

“The crowd was beginning to wonder if the stories of his batting prowess were all myths,” one Chicago writer noted.

With Commerce leading 8-6 in the top of the ninth inning, Gehrig came to bat for the last time. The bases were loaded, with two outs. He stepped into the batter’s box, spread his feet in a wide stance, and looked hard at Lane’s new pitcher, a right-hander named Norris Ryrholm.

If Ryrholm could retire Gehrig, Lane would make it to the bottom of the ninth trailing by only two runs. They would still have a chance. Ryrholm made up his mind not to give this man-sized boy standing before him anything he could pull hard to right field. Keep it away from him, he told himself as he stepped on the rubber, swung his arms, and reared back to throw.

But his delivery was not as good as his intent. The pitch floated just where Gehrig liked it, high and inside. Gehrig squeezed the bat and swung, shifting his weight from back to front, channeling the full force of his growing body through his wrists.

He knew in an instant that he’d hit it well. He dropped his bat and ran toward first, watching the ball soar higher and higher, over the brick wall in right field and out of sight. It bounced once on Sheffield Avenue and came to rest on the wooden porch of a house across the street. The Commerce boys leapt from the dugout, screaming and waving their caps. When Gehrig crossed the plate, his dimpled grin visible even from the cheap seats, his teammates slapped his back and hugged him and laughed.

“I couldn’t believe I had knocked a ball out of a big-league park until our first base coach told me I could take it easy and I saw the Lane right fielder looking helplessly up at the fence,” Gehrig recalled in an interview more than a decade later.

The next day, his photo appeared for the first time in the New York Daily News. “The bright star of the inter-city high school championship game . . . ,” the paper reported, “was ‘Babe’ Gehrig.”

Back home, Christina Gehrig was eager for her son’s return. Though still not a fan of the game, she must have recognized when she saw his picture in the paper that baseball was not entirely frivolous. She clipped the article and stuffed it in a drawer.



CHAPTER 3




AT COLUMBIA

If Babe Ruth had not arrived in New York City at the start of the Roaring Twenties, some aspiring comic-strip artist would have invented him. He was wild, heroic and lovable, equal parts Tarzan, Buck Rogers, and Orphan Annie. He spoke his mind and devoured everything he could get his hands on—especially food, booze, and women.

He joined the Yankees and almost instantly became much more than a ballplayer. To the Yankees, he became a huge source of revenue, attracting enormous crowds even for meaningless games. To the reporters who covered the team, he was a dream come true. To the fans, he was a source of never-ending wonder. The roaring economy was producing an endless array of bigger, faster, and slicker products. Bold advertisements promised that mechanization would soon transform American life. Toasters, irons, and vacuum cleaners would free women of their domestic labors. When Ruth came along, bigger and stronger and brassier than anyone who had ever played the game, he seemed to many Americans like another of these fabulous innovations. There was no telling what he could do.

Never before had one man so radically changed the way a game was played and so thoroughly energized its fans. Michael Jordan, sixty-five years later, would elevate basketball with his explosive leaps and gyrating dunks, but he would be preceded by incremental reformers such as Julius Erving and George Gervin. Muhammad Ali would bring a combination of style, speed, and power to heavyweight boxing, but his gifts would be rare, not revolutionary. Ruth, on the other hand, was doing things no one had foreseen. In 1919, he hit a record-breaking twenty-nine home runs. The next year, when he hit fifty-four—thirty-five more than his nearest competitor—baseball had been remade in the Babe’s image. As he stepped into the batter’s box, he joked with the umpire and took a few practice swings, giving the crowd time to adore him and the opposing pitcher more time to fret. When he connected for a homer, the ball floated high in the air, giving fans more time to stare in awe. The Babe would chuckle and tip his cap as he rounded the bases. He was the sport’s first showman, the first to fully appreciate that sporting events produced not just winners and losers, but also stars—and that stars could be winners even when their teams lost. Young men with dreams of playing professional baseball, if they were smart, started swinging for the fences. So what if they struck out? No one struck out more than the Babe.

Ruth not only changed the approach of young athletes; he also changed how coaches and scouts assessed talent. They began paying more attention to some of the lumbering men who might previously have been left to football. To Henry Louis Gehrig, seventeen years old and still very much under his mother’s watch, Babe Ruth became an unlikely but powerful role model.

Gehrig’s mother wanted him to be a collegian—or a “collision,” as she pronounced it. But Gehrig now was obsessed with baseball, so he began looking at colleges with strong baseball programs. Dartmouth and the University of Pennsylvania were high on his list. But Christina wasn’t ready to let her son leave town.

On Thanksgiving Day, 1920, Commerce High School met DeWitt Clinton High School in a football game played at Columbia University’s South Field. More than 10,000 fans overflowed the bleachers. Sitting high above the field that day were Robert W. Watt, Columbia’s graduate manager of athletics, and Frank “Buck” O’Neill, the university’s football coach. The game was a dud, Clinton winning easily. Yet Watt and O’Neill focused their attention on a member of the Commerce team, a well-built young man with light-brown hair poking out from beneath his brown leather helmet. He seemed to be everywhere—tackling, running with the ball, even punting. O’Neill asked Watt if he knew the kid’s name. Watt looked at his program and said it was Gehrig. The name should have registered with Watt. A few years earlier, when Watt was a student, he’d hired Christina Gehrig to clean his fraternity house. Lou Gehrig had probably washed Watt’s dishes and wiped down the tables where he’d eaten dinner. Now, the name didn’t mean a thing to him.

When the game was over, Watt and O’Neill crossed the field and talked to the young man. Heinrich Gehrig, who had been in the stands, joined them and reminded Watt of the family’s connection to Columbia. As a result, Gehrig never visited the other schools that might have offered him athletic scholarships. He graduated from Commerce on January 27, 1921, and in February he enrolled in Columbia’s extension program. He needed the extension program, in all likelihood, because he lacked some of the high school credits required of Columbia’s freshmen. In the extension program, he completed courses in general chemistry, elementary algebra, intermediate German, and literature and composition.

When the weather warmed, he began practicing with the school’s baseball team. On April 5, Columbia played an exhibition game against the Hartford Senators, a team of minor-league professionals from the Class A Eastern League. Gehrig, wearing a sweatshirt instead of a proper baseball uniform, smashed two home runs. The second shot, according to The Hartford Times, “went sailing out over the enclosure past a big sundial and almost into the School of Mines. It was a mighty clout and almost worthy of Babe Ruth’s best handiwork.”

That spring, scouts for the New York Giants tried to persuade Gehrig to quit college and jump to the big leagues. Gehrig wasn’t sure. His mother wanted him to get an education. The scouts urged him at least to attend a tryout, promising that the legendary manager of the Giants, John McGraw, would be there to watch him play. Gehrig reached the Polo Grounds at eleven in the morning. It was probably the first time he had ever stepped into the dugout or onto the field. He stared out to the “George Burns bleachers,” at the ornate façade that rimmed the roof, at the seemingly endless rows of empty seats.

McGraw was a stumpy and pale Irishman. He had black eyes and black hair. Perched on a dugout step, gazing out from beneath the brim of a cap, he looked like a stern general commanding his troops. He was the sporting world’s Teddy Roosevelt, or perhaps its Napoleon—stubborn and cocky, a natural leader of men. McGraw’s life had been filled with illness and despair. His mother and stepmother had both died young. So had four of his seven brothers and sisters. By the age of twelve he had essentially left both school and home to devote his life to baseball. By the time he came to manage the Giants, he had remade himself completely. He’d read Shakespeare and traveled the world. But nothing he encountered in his studies or travels enthralled him so much as the art of baseball. He probably knew the game better than any man alive. “Life without baseball had very little meaning to him,” his wife Blanche said. “It was his meat, drink, his dream, his blood and breath, his very reason for existence.” He was driven to win and pushed his players as hard as he pushed himself. That intensity made him one of the best-paid and best-loved men in the game, especially among the game’s working-class fans, the immigrants who were fighting to find their place. To a young man like Gehrig, to try out for the great McGraw was to stand before baseball’s preeminent deity. This was judgment day.

The tryout started well. Gehrig hit seven balls into the short right-field stands, according to a batboy who recalled the day years later in an interview with a newspaper reporter. Gehrig must have been feeling good as he grabbed his glove and jogged to first base. Almost immediately, though, a ground ball skipped through his legs. After only a few minutes, McGraw announced that he had seen enough of the first baseman.

McGraw was still wedded to the bunt and the steal. He wasn’t looking for bruisers who couldn’t field their positions, no matter how far they might hit the ball. He told one of his assistants to get rid of the kid. Years later, Gehrig would write that McGraw “did not give me too much attention, nor did he seem to be impressed with my possibilities.”

Gehrig’s muffed grounder turned into one of McGraw’s most profound errors. He let the greatest first baseman of all time get past him. In the years ahead, McGraw would watch Gehrig’s Yankees supplant his Giants as baseball’s dominant team—but if he remembered giving the young man a tryout, he didn’t talk about it much.

Gehrig never forgot. “I have often thought,” he once said, “because of later developments, if he had given me a real opportunity to make good and taken pains with me, the baseball situation in New York perhaps would have been a lot different in the years that were to come.”

*  *  *

 The scouts were not about to challenge the great McGraw’s judgment, but neither were they prepared to give up on this muscular prospect. They offered Gehrig a chance to join the Hartford Senators: They said he could play during the summer until he started at Columbia in the fall, with the understanding that he might get another chance to play for McGraw if he performed well. Gehrig agreed, and in so doing committed the most scandalous act of an otherwise squeaky-clean career. He almost certainly knew that college athletes were not allowed to play for money. The story of Eddie Collins was familiar to most baseball fans, and Gehrig identified Collins as one of his childhood heroes. Fifteen years before Gehrig arrived at Columbia, Collins had been the school’s finest player. He would go on to a Hall of Fame career as a second baseman with the Philadelphia Athletics and the Chicago White Sox. But Collins played semiprofessional ball in the summer before his senior year at Columbia, using the name Sullivan in an attempt at camouflage, and it cost him his final year of college eligibility.

On June 2, 1921, the local papers in Hartford reported the arrival of a hard-hitting first baseman by the name of “Lefty Gehrig.” But after the first mention, someone must have made it clear to the local papers that this player’s stay in Hartford was meant to be hush-hush and that he would need a better alias. The next day, the papers reported that “Lew Lewis” had played first base for the Hartford Senators, going hitless with a sacrifice fly in four at-bats. “After he gets used to the surroundings, he may develop,” The Hartford Courant noted. Gehrig banged a triple in his second game, then two more hits in the following contest. On June 8, when he lined a double off the “B” in the Buick sign on the right-field fence, the Babe Ruth comparisons surfaced again in the press.

While young Mr. Lewis proved himself a strong hitter, the rest of his game needed refinement. He flubbed some easy plays at first and took foolish chances running the bases. On June 10, with his team trailing in the bottom of the ninth, he was picked off first base, snuffing a potential rally. The Senators lost, 4-2.

A few days later, word of Gehrig’s adventures in Hartford got back to New York. Andy Coakley, Columbia’s baseball coach, was furious. He took the train to Hartford and told his first baseman that if he quit right away, his scholarship and college playing career might be salvaged. Gehrig agreed to come home. He was suspended from collegiate competition for one year. Later, he would claim that he didn’t know he had done anything wrong when he signed on to play in Hartford. No one ever pressed him to explain why an innocent man would play under a pseudonym.

*  *  *

 Gehrig’s guiding force was his physical strength. Even at Columbia, surrounded by great books, sharp minds, and learned instructors, he was focused most on the power of his own body. He was an average student. He had not been raised on literature or even on the intellectual concepts connected with organized religion. There is no indication that he or his parents ever practiced as Lutherans. But his mother had pressed on him the importance of ambition and hard work, and his father had taught him at the turnvereins that some measure of confidence could be built through physical conditioning. Now more than ever, these two influences merged as Gehrig began to recognize the possibilities for success in his life. If college provided the vehicle, sports gave him the fuel.

Why didn’t he quit school and turn pro after his Hartford escapade? For one thing, it wasn’t clear that he was ready. He batted only .261 and hit no home runs in twelve games at Hartford. He still struggled to hit the curve, especially against left-handed pitching. His defense was sloppy, his baserunning atrocious. No doubt the Senators would have kept him for the season, but they were not about to offer him a big bonus. Neither were the Giants. Gehrig might have also felt he owed a debt of loyalty to Columbia, which had agreed to pay his tuition and had already paid for his classes in the extension program. He also didn’t want to do anything to jeopardize his mother’s job at the fraternity.

Christina and Heinrich had never seen a professional baseball game. They could tell that the sport was taken seriously in the United States simply by watching the huge crowds that swarmed through their neighborhood to get to the Polo Grounds and by the growing stash of press clippings concerning their son, which Christina dutifully saved. Still, Christina did not believe the game could offer a respectable career. She intended for her son to become something more serious, something more suitable for a second-generation American. So Gehrig settled in for his first year as a college man.

*  *  *

 By the age of nineteen, Gehrig was more handsome than ever. He kept his wavy hair cut short, which accentuated his strong jaw, deep dimples, and bright blue eyes. But while some of his more well-to-do classmates wore starched shirts and ties, Gehrig often dressed in baggy pants and a drab white shirt, topping off the outfit with a tattered gray sweatshirt. He didn’t own a dinner jacket and still refused to wear a heavy coat, even on the coldest of winter days. Sam Dana, one of his classmates, met him on campus one freezing day and asked why Gehrig didn’t have anything warmer to wear. “Oh, this is all I need,” Gehrig said.

That fall, Gehrig pledged Phi Delta Theta. He had enough independence, at least, not to join Sigma Nu, the fraternity that employed his mother. He would eat dinner with the Phi Delts, then rush over to Sigma Nu to help his mother clear tables and wash dishes. No wonder he had trouble making friends. Columbia men came mostly from wealthy families and elite private schools, not from tenements. Their families employed women like Christina. Yet Gehrig aligned himself not with his frat brothers but with his mother, as he would most of his life. Gehrig was among the best-looking men on campus, and an athlete to boot, but he never went out on dates. “Handsome as he was, the campus flames simply couldn’t afford to be seen with a boy who didn’t even have decent clothes,” wrote Paul Gallico, a Columbia graduate who was still hanging around the school when Gehrig attended.

He made little effort to make friends of either sex. He was Lou Gehrig, campus jock, as plain as the gray sweatshirt on his back.

“He was sorta shyish,” Dana recalled.

One night in one of the campus dormitories, Dana, Walter Koppisch, and a few other members of the Columbia football team were shooting craps. Gehrig stood at the perimeter, watching over their shoulders.

“Would somebody lend me a quarter so I can get in the game?” he asked, according to Dana.

“I gave him a dollar,” Dana said. “He put it in, faded it, and that was the end of the game.”

Dana never asked Gehrig to pay him back, and Gehrig never offered.

*  *  *

 Gehrig studied contemporary civilization, English literature, trigonometry, advanced German, and physical education in his freshman year. He flunked English and German. Though he and his parents were fluent in German, Gehrig probably didn’t get much practice writing in that language. He had to take deficiency exams to get credit for the two failed classes and earned Cs on both exams. But in passing contemporary civilization he survived one of the most challenging college courses in the country. The syllabus alone ran 148 pages, covering everything from the Renaissance to the recent works of Sigmund Freud. In his sophomore year, Gehrig took more German, more English literature, and more physical education. He added navigational astronomy, business administration, and principles of economics. His grades have not been made public, but he did well enough at least to avoid taking more deficiency exams. Later in life, as he traveled the country by rail with the Yankees, he would sometimes excuse himself from his teammates and retire with a book. While news reporters would note that some of the team’s more outgoing members had been spotted with beautiful young women and even the occasional Hollywood starlet, Gehrig, according to their reports, was seen with Nietzsche and Voltaire. Sportswriters had a tendency to exaggerate, however. Although Gehrig may have read philosophy from time to time, he preferred a good ten-cent western.

Though banned from competition during his first year at Columbia, Gehrig wasn’t banned from practice. He spent every spare moment with the baseball and football teams. He fielded grounders and thrashed at curves and kicked punts and lobbed spirals. Still, he never felt the electrifying jolt of real competition. His life was a practice field. He bounced with enthusiasm when the team played an exhibition game, but when the games that counted got underway, he stood on the sidelines and watched.

With the onset of his sophomore year, he finally got his chance, beginning with football in the fall of 1922. “Buck O’Neill always wanted me to play in the line, at guard or tackle, but I wanted to play in the backfield, where I could carry the ball,” Gehrig once said. “Carrying the ball was my idea of fun in football.”

“Lou was stubborn and bull-headed,” O’Neill told one writer. “He didn’t like to do what he was told.” In the end, it was O’Neill who backed down. Gehrig started at halfback, alongside Koppisch, the team’s All-American captain. Gehrig proved to be a powerful runner, with surprising speed. When confronted with a tackler, he tended to bulldoze rather than dodge.

“I tackled him head-on in practice and got a nice bone bruise,” said Dana, a reserve running back. “Put me out of action awhile. After that I tried to tackle him from the side and go with him, let him have that extra yard or two.”

Gehrig also played defensive tackle and punted. In his first game, a 48-3 victory over Ursinus College, he scored two touchdowns. The school’s Alumni News noted: “Gehrig is the beef expert and has mastered the science of going where he is sent, for at least five yards. His plunges seem to carry force, for they invariably sent the defenders back when they tackled him.” He may have been the school’s finest athlete, but he somehow managed to make it seem utterly unglamorous. Yearbooks and newspapers routinely described him as “consistent.”

In March, with the ground outside still frozen and spring not even teasing at its arrival, Gehrig ended his exile from college baseball and began practicing in the gymnasium with the Columbia team. He worked out mostly as a pitcher.

*  *  *

 The spring of 1923 was a splendid time to live in New York. Men and women cranked their Victrolas and danced to “Tea for Two” and thumbed through magazine ads for new Maidenform bras. They managed with little effort to ignore the fact that the Ku Klux Klan was flexing its muscles in Indiana and Oklahoma and William Jennings Bryan was attacking evolution anywhere he could get an audience.

The most pleasant diversion of all in New York was the opening of Yankee Stadium at 161st Street between Jerome and River Avenues in the Bronx, directly across the river from the Polo Grounds. It was far and away baseball’s greatest park, tailor-made to fit the game’s greatest star, Babe Ruth. Colonels Tillinghast Huston and Jacob Ruppert had purchased the team in 1915, only about a year after its name was changed from the Highlanders to the Yankees. Once they had Ruth, they wanted a stadium big enough to host football games, boxing matches, and political rallies. It would be a profit center, not just a ballfield. Mass transit lines were already in place, and the Grand Concourse in the Bronx was beginning to develop into a sophisticated strip of homes and businesses, modeled after some of the broad streets of Europe. In selecting the Bronx, the team sent a message to fans in all five of the city’s boroughs: If you want to see the Yankees, you’ll have to come to us. And they did.

The stadium was spectacular. It had seating for about 58,000 fans, an elevator to carry team executives to their offices, and an unprecedented sixteen “toilet rooms,” eight for each gender. The most important feature of the field was its short right-field fence (294 feet, 9 inches), which ensured that there would be plenty of home runs for left-handed batters. It was no wonder that sportswriters would come to refer to it as “The House That Ruth Built.”

Meanwhile, the men who actually built Yankee Stadium—Ruppert and Huston—were preparing to dissolve their partnership. Huston had never liked the team’s manager, Miller Huggins, and had threatened publicly to fire him. Whenever Huggins and Ruth feuded, Huston sided with the slugger who had turned the Yankees into the nation’s most profitable sporting franchise. But Ruppert, soft-spoken and stubborn, remained loyal to the manager. Ruppert wore his white hair slicked back neatly across the crown of his head. He had a great instinct for making money and no trouble devising ways to spend it. While his partner would use the newspapers to voice his complaints about Huggins, Ruppert kept quiet but refused to budge. Divorce became inevitable, but Huston and Ruppert agreed to keep their partnership intact until the new ballpark opened. Shortly after the start of the season, Ruppert purchased Huston’s half of the team for about $1.25 million, roughly six times the amount Huston had paid eight years earlier.

On April 18, 1923, more than 74,000 fans crowded in and another 25,000 were turned away as the stadium opened its doors. John Philip Sousa led the Seventh Regiment Band in “The Star Spangled Banner,” Governor Al Smith threw out the first pitch, and Ruth hit the first home run, a third-inning shot that landed ten rows deep in the bleachers. The Yanks won, 4-1 over the Boston Red Sox.

*  *  *

 That same afternoon in Morningside Heights, Gehrig pitched for Columbia against Williams College. He had emerged that season as the team’s best pitcher, but only because the rest of the staff was so shabby. Gehrig was a terrific hitter who needed work on the rest of his game. “Judged by college baseball standards,” said Coach Coakley, “he was a fair outfielder and a good pitcher. In the outfield, he covered a lot of ground, got most of the drives hit his way, and had a strong arm. . . . As a pitcher, he didn’t have much stuff, but he did have a better fast ball than most college pitchers and against certain teams he could just rear back and fire that fast ball all afternoon.”

Against Williams that day, Gehrig’s fastball sizzled. He struck out seventeen, setting a school record. At bat he added a single and a double, driving in one run. Unfortunately, it was the only run Columbia scored, and the Lions lost, 5-1. Gehrig pitched in eleven of his team’s nineteen games that season, winning six and losing four, with one no-decision. He struck out seventy-seven batters. He hit .444, with six doubles, two triples, and seven home runs. For decades, Columbia students and faculty would recall those home runs as if they had been rocket blasts. One bash reportedly broke a window in Hartley Hall, another was said to have smashed a sundial, dedicated by the class of 1885, 450 feet from home plate, and yet another was reported to have nearly knocked out a dean on the steps of the Low Memorial Library. South Field sat at the center of campus, between 114th and 116th Streets, bounded by Broadway and Amsterdam avenues. No doubt Gehrig’s home runs shook the campus, but the damage assessments were almost certainly exaggerated.

At some point that spring, Coakley took Gehrig to see his first game at Yankee Stadium. The college star didn’t recall any of the details of the game when interviewed years later. But it was the first time he saw Babe Ruth play, and it was that sight that made the most lasting impression. “And when I saw the way he swung, watched the perfect rhythm and timing,” Gehrig said, “I made up my mind that there was one man to pattern after. I learned a lot from Babe Ruth in that one day.”

*  *  *

 But Babe Ruth was not the most important Yankee in Lou Gehrig’s life, at least not yet. That honor would belong to a retired catcher named Paul Krichell, who appeared in only eighty-seven games in two seasons with the St. Louis Browns and compiled a lifetime batting average of .222. His most memorable performance was also his most embarrassing: In the fifth inning of a game against the Tigers, on July 4, 1912, he let Ty Cobb steal second, third, and home. After that, Krichell bounced around the minor leagues for a few years and coached one season for the Red Sox. In 1920, when Ed Barrow joined the Yankees as the team’s general manager, he hired Krichell as one of his scouts.

Krichell began the spring of 1923 in New Orleans, watching the Yankees perform their spring training drills. He didn’t have to go to New Orleans each spring, but it helped him do his job. He liked to hear the first pitches of a new season smacking the soft leather of the catchers’ mitts. Sometimes he would crouch and catch a few himself, just to stay in shape and to remember what a good fastball looked and felt like. And he liked to see how some of the boys he had scouted in seasons past were holding up against big-league competition. When the Yankees broke camp and went north, Krichell did the same. He would scan the papers in New York every day and pick the games he wanted to see. He scouted not only college ball but also high school and semi-pro leagues. He went anywhere the railroads did.

Scouting was a wearisome business. Men such as Krichell traveled thousands of miles, stayed in dreary motels, ate in greasy diners, and watched hundreds of meaningless baseball games—all in the hopes of finding one good player, one shining nugget of gold. Find that player and you keep your job. Come up empty and you’re finished. Krichell was one of the lucky ones. He would stay on the Yankee payroll for decades and would help deliver Tony Lazzeri, Mark Koenig, Leo Durocher, Phil Rizzuto, Vic Raschi and Whitey Ford. But at this point in his career he was still just a bush-beater among bush leaguers, trying to prove that he knew what he was doing.

On April 26, Krichell took the train to New Brunswick, New Jersey, to watch Columbia play Rutgers University. He knew little about either team. He happened to catch the same train as the Columbia squad, and he settled into a rear seat next to Andy Coakley for the short ride. Coakley, too, had struggled in the major leagues, pitching for the Philadelphia Athletics, the Cincinnati Reds, the Chicago Cubs, and the Yankees, compiling a record of 58–59, before quitting to become a coach. He knew that he didn’t have much of a team at Columbia that year, so he was surprised to see the scout. As the train clattered south, the two men talked. Gehrig’s name came up right away. Coakley described him as a left-handed pitcher who could hit—which was a bit like saying Charlie Chaplin was a composer and arranger who also made funny movies. Fortunately, Krichell had a chance to see for himself. Gehrig hit two homers in three at-bats against Rutgers that day. He played right field for the first time all year and looked uncomfortable on at least two of the three fly balls hit his way. But Krichell didn’t care. That night, he phoned Barrow and announced that he had discovered the next Babe Ruth.
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