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			Advance Praise for Babe Ruth’s Called Shot

			“Nothing makes for better reading than terrific reporting, and few singular moments in sports history have been debated, discussed, and researched with the fervor of Babe Ruth’s Called Shot. It took place more than 80 years ago, but it is argued about as if it happened last week. Ed Sherman brings it into sharp focus in a uniquely entertaining and greatly detailed way.”

			—John Feinstein, author of the bestselling A Good Walk Spoiled and Open

			 

			“Sherman cuts through the hype and hyperbole to deliver the true history of the event, revealing not just what happened but how and why a single at bat became the stuff of legend.”

			—Glenn Stout, bestselling author of Yankees Century and The Cubs and series editor of Best American Sports Writing

			 

			“Ed Sherman has written with affection and charm about one of baseball’s most intriguing moments. This is a wonderful look at Ruth, his team, and his time.”

			—Jonathan Eig, author of the bestselling Luckiest Man and Opening Day

			 

			“A fun and fascinating exploration of baseball’s most famous and infamous home run.  If there’s such a thing as a sports archeologist, then Sherman is the tops in his field as he meticulously digs for the truth and uncovers little known and never-before-told factual gems. He examines this iconic moment from every imaginable point of view—players, spectators, sportswriters, and others who were there—and guides you, pitch by pitch, during the Babe’s unforgettable at-bat. In this thoroughly enjoyable and incredibly informative book, Sherman does a yeoman’s job of separating myth from reality and lays out compelling cases for those who believe in the Ruthian legend and those who don’t. For any fan who loves baseball history and is looking for ammunition to use during the next sports debate of did-he-or-didn’t-he, this is must reading.”

			—Allan Zullo, coauthor of The Baseball Hall of Shame

			“Babe Ruth remains the singular colossus of American sport, and his home run in the fifth inning of Game Three of the 1932 World Series remains the most indelible moment of his career. Ed Sherman takes us back to that afternoon on the North Side, which for so long has remained shrouded in mystery, with this detail-rich biography of the most mythologized at-bat in the annals of the national pastime. Finally we have the definitive account of the so-called Called Shot.”

			—Jeremy Schaap, six-time Emmy Award winner and author of the New York Times bestselling Cinderella Man

			 

			“An exhaustive, delightful treatment of a fascinating moment in American sport . . . This brilliantly rendered account of Ruth’s famous Called Shot and the decades-long debate brings to life the most celebrated athlete American sport has ever known at the very moment when he crosses that precipice separating man from legend. The moment is expertly captured and examined from all its many angles. Anyone who appreciates the lore, history, and, yes, mythology of America’s game will delight in getting lost within these pages.” 

			—Josh Pahigian, author of The Ultimate Baseball Road Trip and 101 Baseball Places to See Before You Strike Out

			 

			“Babe Ruth’s Called Shot sheds light on one of baseball mythology’s great tales. Sherman does a terrific job of taking the reader back to the days when the iconic Bambino ruled baseball. Well written and quite entertaining—I couldn’t put it down.”

			—Bill Chastain, author of Hack’s 191 and 100 Things Giants Fans Should Know and Do before They Die

			 

			“Chicago sportswriter Ed Sherman, who has forgotten more about baseball than most people will ever know, dissects Ruth’s Called Shot like a frog in a high school science lab—meticulously researched and reported and wonderfully written. Even the Bambino would buy this book.”

			—Gene Wojciechowski, author of the New York Times bestseller The Last Great Game and Cubs Nation

			“Sherman gives us a flesh-and-blood Babe, a late-career legend who will forever be bigger than life no matter what he was specifically pointing at during the 1932 World Series. If you are going to pick one swing from one player, who better than someone who could turn a World Series sweep into a mystery still hotly debated four score and almost seven Octobers later because of a hand gesture? It’s a Ruthian blast.”

			—Matt Silverman, author of Swinging ’73 and 100 Things Mets Fans Should Know and Do Before They Die

			 

			“Ed Sherman’s wonderfully entertaining dissection of Babe Ruth’s most memorable World Series home run reminds us of the mythic power packed into baseball and its ability to help us see life in its most vivid colors.” 

			—Edward Achorn, Casey Award–nominated author of The Summer of Beer and Whiskey and Fifty-Nine in ’84

			 

			“A wonderful journey through a Depression-ravaged era when everything that happened in baseball—and particularly what Ruth did—mattered to a nation anxious for a diversion. So did the Babe really call his shot in Game 3 of the 1932 World Series? Perhaps we’ll never know for sure, but Sherman expertly relives that magic moment in time and reminds us why we love baseball in the first place.”

			—Jim Reisler, author of Babe Ruth: Launching the Legend
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						The Sultan of Swat in 1920
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			To my wife, Ilene, my heart and soul, and to Matt and Sam, my best friends forever.

			 

			And to baseball’s historians, for keeping the game’s glorious past alive.

			

		

	
		
			He first built up his act with a mixture of comedy and kidding, farce and humor, and then he turned it into drama. No one else in sport could have developed such a plot and then finished the story with such a flaming finale. He called the turn in advance, and then he put everything his 225 pounds carried into the most tremendous swing and lash his big bat had ever known.

			 

			—Grantland Rice

		

	
		
			
			Roster at Wrigley Field

			New York Yankees

			Johnny Allen: Emerging as a key player on the 1932 team, he went 17–4 in his first year in the majors. 

			Earle Combs: Center fielder, he was one of the best all-­time leadoff men, setting the table for Ruth and Gehrig, and had a career .325 batting average.

			Frank Crosetti: A 21-year-­old rookie in 1932, the shortstop eventually cashed 23 World Series checks as a player and longtime coach for the team.

			Bill Dickey: Among the top catchers ever, he had a career .313 batting average.

			Lou Gehrig: At age 29 he was taking over as the central figure on the Yankees in 1932. All told, he played in 2,130 straight games and hit 493 career homers.

			Lefty Gomez: This wiry lefthander was the Yankees’ ace during the 1930s. He posted four 20-win seasons.

			Tony Lazzeri: A top run producer as a second baseman, he recorded more than 100 RBIs in a season seven times.

			Joe McCarthy: Getting fired from the Cubs in 1930 proved to be the best thing that ever happened to him. Hired by the Yankees in 1931 to manage the team, he helmed seven World Series titles, tying for the record with Casey Stengel.

			Herb Pennock: A longtime fixture of the Yankees staff in the 1920s and early ’30s.

			George Pipgras: A solid starter, he was the winning pitcher of the Called Shot game.

			Red Ruffing: Picked up as a reject from the Boston Red Sox, Ruffing went on to win 273 games. Also a strong hitter, he had 36 career homers.

			Babe Ruth: The one and only.

			Chicago Cubs 

			Guy Bush: A 19-game winner in 1932, he had 176 career wins, yet like Charlie Root his legacy ties to Ruth’s Called Shot.

			Kiki Cuyler: The outfielder had four seasons in which he hit over .350, including .360 for the Cubs in 1929.

			Burleigh Grimes: A winner of 270 games, he was 38 years old when he joined the Cubs in 1932. His best days lay behind him, though, as evidenced by his 6–11 record.

			Charlie Grimm: A midseason replacement for Rogers Hornsby in 1932, Grimm managed the Cubs to three National League titles.

			Gabby Hartnett: Catcher and the heart of four Cubs National League pennant–­winning teams, he had a career .297 batting average.

			Billy Herman: The second baseman was a 10-time All-­Star during his prime years with the Cubs and later with the Brooklyn Dodgers.

			Mark Koenig: A late-­season pickup in 1932, his .353 average helped spur the Cubs’ run to the pennant.

			Charlie Root: Winner of 201 games, he will forever be remembered for one pitch. 

			Riggs Stephenson: At age 34 in 1932, the outfielder hit .324 for the Cubs.

			Umpire

			Bill Klem: “The Father of Baseball Umpires,” Klem served from 1905 to 1941.

			Commissioner

			Kenesaw Mountain Landis: A former judge, he became baseball’s first commissioner and receives credit for saving the reputation of the sport after the fallout from the Black Sox scandal.

			Radio Announcers

			Bob Elson: Working with Husing for CBS, Elson became a longtime announcer for the Chicago White Sox.

			Ted Husing: A major sports figure in the 1930s, he was on the call for CBS Radio.

			Graham McNamee: One of baseball’s first star announcers, he called his first World Series in 1926. He was on the call for NBC Radio.

			Political Figures

			Anton Cermak: Mayor of Chicago, he was shot and died following an assassination attempt on President Roosevelt in March 1933.

			Franklin D. Roosevelt: He attended the game while on a campaign swing through Chicago as the Democratic candidate for president. His son, James, joined him.

			Press Box

			Paul Gallico: This famous New York Daily News columnist later wrote The Poseidon Adventure.

			Ring Lardner: He was the first widely acclaimed sports columnist and also a noted writer of short stories.

			Grantland Rice: Generally regarded as the most significant sportswriter of all time.

			Damon Runyon: He was the sports columnist whose short stories served as inspiration for the Broadway musical Guys and Dolls.

			Red Smith: Just 27 at the time, the future legendary columnist covered the game for the St. Louis Journal.

			Fans in the Stands

			“Little Ray” Kelly: Ruth invited him, as his young mascot, and Kelly’s father to attend the game in Chicago.

			Lincoln Landis: Ten years old at the time, he attended the game with his uncle, Commissioner Landis.

			Amos “Loudmouth” Latimer: Some suspect that this heckler in the bleachers played a role in the Called Shot.

			John Paul Stevens: Age 12 at the time, Stevens later served more than 30 years as a US Supreme Court justice.

		

	
		
			
			Introduction

			Supreme Witness

			When the legend becomes fact, print the legend.

			—Maxwell Scott in The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance 

			The line rang, and a woman answered.

			“Hello, Justice Stevens’s office,” she said.

			I introduced myself as a reporter for the Chicago Tribune. I told her that I was planning to be in Washington, DC, and wanted to set up an interview with US Supreme Court Justice John Paul Stevens. “I’d like to talk to him about Babe Ruth’s Called Shot homer. The justice was at the game.”

			“This is about . . . what?” she asked.

			It wasn’t exactly a usual request that comes in to the office of a Supreme Court justice. I almost expected her, confused, to ask, “Who is Babe Ruth?” Her patience was quickly wearing thin, so I made a final pitch. 

			“The justice is very busy,” she said dismissively. “I’ll forward your request to him, but I wouldn’t expect anything.” The justice rarely grants interviews, so she no doubt thought there was no way I’d get an audience with him. I had a feeling otherwise.

			Sure enough, my phone rang a few days later.

			“Yes, you have an interview with Justice Stevens on September 22 at 1:30 p.m.,” his assistant said. 

			Smartly, I refrained from saying, “I told you so.”
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						US Supreme Court Justice John Paul Stevens, pictured here in 1976, was only 12 years old when he attended Game Three of the 1932 World Series. “It was quite a day,” he said.

						Photo courtesy of the Library of Congress

					

				

			It didn’t surprise me that Stevens wanted to talk. Several times during my years at the Chicago Tribune, I ventured to Capitol Hill to meet with senators and representatives about sports-­related subjects. They were always willing to talk. Sports offers them a welcome diversion from the daily grind of running the country. They also like the idea of their names attached to sports stories. I figured Justice Stevens wouldn’t be any different. He may not extend himself to discuss his views on court matters, but talking about witnessing Ruth’s most famous homer firsthand? Of course.

			Historians cling to eyewitnesses as events drift farther into the distance. Those observers offer a living connection to moments in time that become immortal—transformed into myth, if you will—by their magnitude. Listening to each story, we grab hold of each word as a bridge that transports us over the chasm from the past to the present. On a bright September day in 2008, Justice Stevens, then 88, was offered a bridge to one of the most vaunted and debated moments in sports history: the Babe Ruth Called Shot homer.

			At the appointed time I was ushered into the justice’s chambers. You never know what to expect when you meet someone of Stevens’s magnitude, but there was a decent chance the justice was anticipating our meeting as much as I was, Babe Ruth our common denominator. Stevens greeted me warmly. For all the public formality of the nation’s highest court, I was struck immediately by what I didn’t see. Stevens wasn’t wearing his trademark bow tie. Instead, he sported an open-­collar blue shirt.

			During the course of the interview, Stevens pulled out a Cubs bow tie. “My clerks gave it to me, and I wore it to a Chicago Bar Association meeting,” said the Chicago native and lifelong Cubs fan. “I’m very proud of it. The funny thing is, most of the people I shook hands with were Sox fans—but there were enough Cubs fans, too.”

			For all that he has achieved in his life, Justice Stevens ranks throwing out the first pitch at a Cubs game among his biggest thrills. The stately justice walked to the mound wearing a Cubs jersey with pride. “I have a lot of grandchildren in Chicago, and they were all at the ballpark. On that day I was really a hero.”

			A putter and a wedge sat in the corner of his chambers. On his desk lay a bag decorated with the logos of all the Major League Baseball teams. “Do you have souvenirs in there?” I asked, thinking it might contain the bounty from a recent visit to a Washington Nationals game.

			“No,” he said. “My wife brought me over my lunch.”

			There’s something refreshing in knowing that even a Supreme Court justice brown bags it—even MLB bags it.
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						Artist Robert Thorn left no room for debate in his rendition of the Called Shot. Note the lemon in the foreground on the left.

						Image courtesy of National Baseball Hall of Fame Library, Cooperstown, New York

					

				

			Stevens actually had a formal brush with Major League Baseball. In the 1960s he represented Charlie O. Finley when the legendary A’s owner moved the team from Kansas City to Oakland. Dealing with the mercurial owner never proved a dull experience. “He was a character,” Stevens said, “a very interesting guy. He did some dumb things from time to time. We had our share of difficult moments. However, he was a man of his word. If he said he was going to do something, he did it. I enjoyed working with him.”

			Stevens devoted a corner of his chambers to sports memorabilia. He showed a signed picture from Michael Jordan as well as a signed photo of Casey Martin, the golfer with a severe leg ailment that prevented him from walking the course. Martin sued the PGA Tour for the right to use a cart in tournaments, and the case went all the way to the Supreme Court. Martin prevailed in a 7–2 decision.

			“I wrote the opinion,” Stevens said. “It was an easy call.”

			But it was a drawing depicting Ruth that formed the centerpiece of the collection, his right arm extended, two fingers pointing into the distance. 

			“It was quite a day,” Stevens said.

			These are the facts. On October 1, 1932, the New York Yankees and the Chicago Cubs played Game Three of the World Series at Wrigley Field. In the fifth inning Ruth at the plate faced the Cubs’ Charlie Root, two strikes on him. Ruth, jawing with the Cubs dugout, held out two fingers. Ruth sent the next pitch soaring toward Lake Michigan. The ball whizzed just to the right of what now would be the iconic scoreboard in center field. The “Ruthian” blow, if ever there was one, traveled nearly 500 feet. 

			No one disputes that he hit one of the most majestic homers in World Series history. But the question is this: Did he call the shot, or was he merely gesturing in response to the Cubs bench jockeys? It remains one of the greatest debates in sports history, holding us captive as only Ruth can. Sports historians continue to look for clues that might reveal a true answer. From the moment it happened, opinions polarized.

			“The more interesting angle is not what happened on the field,” said John Thorn, official historian for Major League Baseball. “Rather, it’s why do we care about it so much, and why has it produced so many co-­conspirators who want to keep it alive?”

			The incident provides a unique snapshot into the role that sports played during the Great Depression and the lengths to which the hungry and emerging sports media wanted to serve the country a legend of mythic proportions. None came bigger than Ruth. Nearly 80 years later, few people remain living who attended that game—let alone a Supreme Court justice. Stevens scores on both fronts.

			His eyes brightened as he recounted a love affair with baseball that dates back more than three-­quarters of a century. Born in 1920 to a wealthy family in Chicago (his father owned two hotels), he attended his first baseball game in 1929. It was Game One of the World Series between the Cubs and the Philadelphia Athletics. Sitting behind home plate, the nine-­year-­old had high expectations for his team. However, in the first of a lifetime of disappointments handed out by his favorite team, he watched Howard Ehmke, a surprise starter for the A’s, strike out 13 Cubs in a 3–1 victory. “He threw a nothing ball up there,” Stevens said. “My heroes struck out one after another. It was the saddest day of my life.”

			In 1932 Stevens attended another World Series game at Wrigley Field. Just over four decades later, President Ford appointed Stevens to the highest court in the land. He served during the administrations of seven presidents and under three Supreme Court chief justices. He ruled on cases that have altered and shaped the fabric of America. Yet witnessing the Called Shot clearly ranks as one of the great moments in his life. It appears in all the biographies of the justice. When 60 Minutes profiled him as he stepped down from the Supreme Court in 2010, they recorded part of the interview at Wrigley Field, and Stevens talked about the homer.

			In my interview Stevens went back in time, recalling when, as a 12-year-­old boy, he thrilled at walking into the park with the other 50,000 people there that day. Not only was he seeing his team in a World Series again, it also was the first time he ever saw the Great Babe Ruth. “There was no television back then,” Stevens observed. “You were able to listen to the games only on the radio, so to see this larger-­than-­life character for the first time made quite an impression on me.”

			Stevens sat in a box seat behind third base, overlooking the Cubs dugout. He heard the catcalls from the stands when Ruth stepped up to the plate in the first inning. Ruth immediately answered with a long, three-­run homer to give the Yankees a quick 3–0 lead. That set the stage for what took place in the fifth inning. Looking back more than three-­quarters of a century later, Stevens said, “You wonder what really happened, or is it the memories of your memories? I do have a clear recollection.”

			He continued, “During the game [Cubs pitcher] Guy Bush was razzing him. He and Ruth were in some kind of discussion back and forth. I heard years later it was over the Cubs being tightfisted and not giving a full share to Mark Koenig [former Yankee teammate who played for the Cubs in 1932]. I do remember Bush came out of the dugout and engaged in a colloquy with him.”

			“Colloquy”—now there’s a colorful word that only a Supreme Court justice would use to describe the trash talking.

			Ruth hit left-­handed, so Stevens, sitting in a box seat along the third baseline, had a clear view of the man at the plate. He could see into his eyes and try to read his lips. “My interpretation was that he was responding to what Bush was saying. He definitely pointed toward center field. My interpretation always was, ‘I’m going to knock you to the moon.’”

			Stevens laughed. “That was a kid’s reaction,” he said.

			So did it happen? According to a man who has sat on the highest court in the land adjudicating matters of national importance for decades, did Ruth call his shot?

			“He definitely was arguing,” Stevens said. “He definitely did point to something. I have no idea what he said or his motivation.”

			A diplomatic answer—but Stevens was more emphatic about Ruth’s intentions to CBS’s Scott Pelley than he was during my interview.

			Stevens: He took the bat in his right hand and pointed it right at the center field stands, and then of course the next pitch he hit a home run to center field. There’s no doubt about the fact that he did point before he hit the ball.

			Pelley: So the Called Shot actually happened?

			Stevens: There’s no doubt about that.

			Pelley: That’s your ruling?

			Stevens: That’s my ruling. 

			Pelley: Case closed.

			Stevens: That’s one ruling I will not be reversed on.

			Undoubtedly, the glare of the camera’s eye in a nationally televised interview prompted Stevens to be more dramatic in his assessment. He couldn’t very well sit in Wrigley Field with 60 Minutes and say he had no idea of Ruth’s motivation, as he told me in his chambers. But it is telling that a sitting Supreme Court justice still gets caught up in the moment even years later.

			There would be no doubt if the Called Shot occurred today. Television cameras and microphones would capture it from every angle. An on-­field reporter would fill the telecast with exactly what was said during the exchange. After the game Ruth would sit behind microphones and answer repeated questions about the incident from a pack of reporters. His words would be carried live on ESPN, Fox, the YES Network, the MLB Network, WGN, and countless other outlets. In minutes the Internet would fill with accounts and analyses of what happened in the fifth inning of Game Three. Bloggers and Twitter would have exploded with commentary the moment the ball came crashing off Ruth’s bat.

			But none of that existed in 1932. Radio carried the game, but back then the play-­by-­play men delivered more or less a meat-­and-­potatoes account. There was no such thing as a color man providing analysis.

			Fans in the stands that day did take amateur videos. Discovered years later with much fanfare, the grainy footage provides a different view than the newsreel cameras that missed the exchange between Ruth and the Cubs bench. However, that footage still can’t provide definitive answers.

			Many newspaper accounts initially made no mention of Ruth’s so-­called dramatic gesture. Grantland Rice—perhaps the most famous sports­writer ever and certainly the poet of sports for several generations—omitted the detail of Ruth calling the shot in his first story about the game. In a second-­day column Rice gave an embellished version of Ruth’s feats. It’s also quite possible that a headline in the New York World-­Telegram, which ran on the same day as the game, helped give the story some traction: ruth calls shot as he puts home run no. 2 in side pocket. It wasn’t long before the story took on a life of its own. 

			The Called Shot homer occurred during a time when both baseball and the country were in transition. Ruth’s great career was nearing an end. The Yankees no longer ranked as the dominant team in baseball. Indeed, the Athletics had won two of the three previous World Series titles. Ruth wasn’t even the game’s most feared slugger. Jimmie Foxx and Lou Gehrig did more damage at the plate. Baseball also struggled to maintain its standing during the height of the Great Depression. The game remained the most popular sport in the land, true, but, with so many unemployed, many fans could no longer afford to see games. Attendance sank, and teams cut back. Even Ruth, who hit .373 with 46 homers and 163 RBIs in 1931—incredible numbers in any era—suffered the indignity of a pay cut going into 1932.

			The economic outlook was bleak, and the prospect for change in the White House loomed during the 1932 World Series. In a few short weeks, Herbert Hoover faced a challenge from Democrat Franklin Roosevelt. As fate had it, Roosevelt was in Chicago and had a private box for Game Three. No stranger to a good political scuffle, he was thoroughly engulfed in watching this real-­life drama play out before him. When Ruth hit the homer, the future president let out a hearty laugh, savoring every minute of the show.

			It was Ruth’s final moment of greatness on the game’s biggest stage. The homer was his 15th and last in a World Series. It also was his most memorable. Ultimately, the entire incident has fallen to interpretation, with both sides weighing in. For his part, Ruth only added to the mystery with his post-­homer reactions. Initially he said he wasn’t pointing to any particular spot. Knowing how the story could augment his legend, however, Ruth eventually played up the tale. He ended a detailed account of how he pointed by saying, “Well, the good Lord must have been with me.”

			True sports heroes are often recalled for that one perfect moment when all their talents coalesce in one tremendous burst of agility. Ted Williams went six for eight to secure his batting average over .400 in a season-­ending doubleheader in 1941. Sandy Koufax threw a perfect game against the Cubs in 1965. Reggie Jackson launched three homers on three pitches during Game Six of the 1977 World Series. In other sports, Michael Jordan had his shot against Utah in the 1998 NBA Finals. Dwight Clark’s famous catch of a Joe Montana throw propelled San Francisco to Super Bowl XVI. The mighty Secretariat defied reality, flying down the homestretch at the Belmont. Ruth gave Hank Aaron his iconic snapshot when the Braves star hit 715.

			But of all the homers that Ruth hit, only one lives on in sports eternity. The Called Shot remains the defining moment in an incredible career. Ask most people what comes to mind when they think of the Babe, and most will raise an arm and point into the distance as if to a center field fence 400 feet away. 

			Indeed, set aside the debate over Ruth’s intentions that day, and most people believe that, if one person in the history of baseball could have the audacity to point to center field and deliver on the next pitch, it was the Bambino. When Ruth walked to the plate, anticipation hung in the air that something big, maybe even magical, was about to occur. Ruth knew it. He recognized his role as a public entertainer and understood it well.

			In the 1946 World Series, the Cardinals made a radical infield shift against Ted Williams. “They did that to me in the American League one year,” Ruth told columnist Frank Graham. “I could have hit .600 that year slicing singles to left.” 

			“Why didn’t you?” Graham asked.

			“That wasn’t what the fans came out to see.”

			Robert Creamer was one of those fans. Like Stevens, he was a young boy discovering his love for baseball in the ’30s. He later wrote the first definitive biography of Ruth, Babe, detailing his off-­the-­field excesses with women and booze. But those antics held no meaning to the young Creamer when he visited Yankee Stadium for the first time. 

			I saw Babe play at least one game in 1932, 1933, and 1934, his last three seasons with the Yankees, and each time I saw him hit a home run (a couple of times it was a doubleheader and he hit a homer in one of the games, but he hit one). In short, I have the thrill of remembering what a Ruthian homer looked like up close—simply gorgeous. That beautiful swing and Ruth’s big face looking up watching it go as he starts to run. And the ball, already enormously high in the air as it floated past the infield. I mean, I saw Babe Ruth hit home runs.

			Even Ruth’s statistics reach almost mythical proportions and perhaps even more so given when he played. When he retired with 714 homers—­one of the most recognizable numbers in sports—his deputy on the list, Lou Gehrig, had yet to reach the 400 mark. Thanks to Ruth, the home run was just coming into vogue in the 1920s. He had seasons in which his mark for homers as an individual outnumbered the entire total of some teams.

			Ruth once scored 177 runs in a single season, more than 1 run per game. In 1923 he had an on-­base percentage of .545, and his career OBP was .474. That means he reached base nearly half the time he stood at the plate. For a slugger who often swung from the heels and went for the fences, remarkably he never had a season with 100 strikeouts.

			Also consider this: His numbers would have been even more staggering had he not played his first four full seasons as a pitcher for the Boston Red Sox—and a good one at that. Ruth essentially accumulated his slugging statistics in 16 full seasons and part of 2 others as a hitter. Meanwhile, it took Hank Aaron 23 years to reach 755 homers, and Barry Bonds needed 22 years and some extra assistance to get to 762. It’s little wonder that teammate Joe Dugan once said of Ruth, “He wasn’t human. He fell out of a tree.”

			Ruth’s fellow players, even the future Hall of Famers among them, stood in awe of his achievements. Charlie Gehringer, the great Detroit Tigers second baseman, didn’t think it right to shake hands with the slugger after he hit a homer in 1933 All-­Star game. “We all kind of looked up to him, you know,” Gehringer said. “I didn’t know him well, had never played with him, never had much in common with him. Nobody had much in common with Ruth, I guess. Funny, it just didn’t seem right to shake hands.”

			“Some 20 years ago, I stopped talking about the Babe for the simple reason that I realized that those who had never seen him didn’t believe me,” said Tommy Holmes, a longtime outfielder for the Boston Braves.

			Legendary pitcher Dizzy Dean, hardly a shrinking violet as one of the game’s great showmen, felt the same. “No one hit home runs the way Babe did. They were something special. They were like homing pigeons. The ball would leave the bat, pause briefly, suddenly gain its bearings, then take off for the stands.”

			Before Major League Baseball retired Jackie Robinson’s number 42, Frank Crosetti, the Yankee shortstop in 1932, thought the game should have honored Ruth’s number 3. “Babe did more for the game than anyone ever,” Crosetti said. “The game was crooked in 1920, and he single-­handedly saved it. Only one number should be retired, and no one should ever wear it for any team, Babe’s number 3.”

			Yet Ruth’s impact went far beyond the field. A New York sportswriter who traveled with the Yankees, Richards Vidmar witnessed his popularity. “If you weren’t around in those days, I don’t think you could appreciate what a figure Babe was. He was bigger than the president. One time, coming North, we stopped in a little town in Illinois, a whistle stop. It was about ten at night and raining like hell. The train stopped for ten minutes to get water. It couldn’t have been a town of more than 5,000 people, and 4,000 of them were standing in the rain, just waiting to see Babe.”

			Former teammate and Hall of Fame pitcher Waite Hoyt had this wonderful assessment of Ruth: “He was one of a kind. If he had never played ball, if you had never heard of him, and passed him on Broadway, you’d turn around and look.”

			David Halberstam, a Babe Ruth of journalists, enjoyed the diversion of writing books about sports during his long career. In one chapter from Everything They Had, a collection of his shorter sports publications, he summed up the aura of Ruth thus:

			No one signaled the coming of power quite like Babe Ruth. He changed the very nature of sports. He was five years old when the century began. Because his deeds were so awesome, particularly when measured against the existing dimensions of what passed for power, his name was almost immediately turned into an adjective. Long drives, more than half a century after he played his last game, are said to be Ruthian.

			He was the perfect figure about whom to create a vast assortment of myths and legends, some of them true, some of them not, though it meant little if they were true or not, because the ones which had been made up seemed just as true as those which could be more readily documented.

			On learning of Ruth’s death in 1948, Red Smith, a legendary sportswriter in his own right, wrote with simple grace, “Now that Babe is gone, what’s to be said that hasn’t been said? Nothing, when you come down to it. Just that he was Babe Ruth. Which tells it all, for there never was another and never will be.”

			Justice Stevens is proud to have a link to this moment in sports history. He displayed a framed scorecard from the game, positioned by the Called Shot drawing on his wall. James Marsh, “a fine lawyer from Philadelphia,” sent it to him. Marsh had kept score while listening on the radio. When the lawyer read that Stevens attended the game, he wanted the justice to have his scorecard. “Funny thing about it, he mixed up the pitchers,” Stevens said, pointing to the scorecard. “He had Root pitching for the Yankees and George Pipgras for the Cubs.” But the gaffe only enhanced the treasured souvenir in Stevens’s eyes. It provides some authenticity, he said.

			Stevens doesn’t have his own scorecard from that game he attended when he was 12 years old. Instead, he has his memories of seeing the great Babe Ruth hit a homer that we’re still discussing generations later. “There probably are a million people who say they were at that game,” he said before leaning forward for emphasis. “But I know I was there.”
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			I don’t think [they] realized that I had matured, was finally a grown man with family responsibilities and not the pipe-­smoking playboy [Yankees owner Jacob Ruppert and general manager Ed Barrow] had pulled the covers off in that hotel room in 1919.

			—Babe Ruth, The Babe Ruth Story 

			When the Yankees’ train pulled out of St. Louis at the end of the 1928 season, Babe Ruth had no idea that he would play in only one more World Series and that his team would have to wait until 1932 to play another game in October.

			As he took another wild swig of champagne—some of it actually reaching his mouth—he wasn’t thinking about how his body was feeling the effects of age, not to mention his hard lifestyle. Other, younger players would eclipse him in power if not prestige. One of them, Lou Gehrig, played for his own team, and their relationship soon deteriorated over a perceived slight about daughters and mothers.

			When he let out a roar to make his presence felt, Ruth wasn’t thinking that he would remarry and live a more domesticated life with his new wife and two daughters. He could still break loose every now and then when it came to women and booze, sure, but he started to travel in a slower lane. Perhaps in his mid-30s he finally was starting to grow up.

			As he wrapped his arms around his diminutive boss, the Babe also couldn’t have foreseen that his longtime manager, Miller Huggins, soon would die suddenly. The death of Huggins heralded the most painful and frustrating moments of Ruth’s career: his unfulfilled dream of managing a Major League Baseball team.

			When he downed his fourth sandwich in the last hour, Ruth didn’t have a clue that major life changes lay just over the horizon—and why should he? The Babe ruled baseball and anything it touched. For all the talk to come about the Called Shot in 1932, his greatest overall World Series performance came in 1928. The Yankees won their second straight World Series with their second consecutive four-­game sweep. This time it was the St. Louis Cardinals who fell victim to their strength. Ruth, one year removed from his 60-homer season in 1927, “slipped” to 54 homers in 1928. But in the series he savaged the Cardinals, going 10 for 16 (.625), saving the best for last. In the Yankees’ 7–3 victory in Game Four, Ruth dazzled onlookers with three homers, including an eighth-­inning blast off future Hall of Famer Grover “Pete” Alexander.
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						Babe Ruth ruling the roost in the Yankees dugout.

						Photo courtesy of the Library of Congress

					

				

			This second three-­homer performance in a World Series game made for an astounding show. Ruth even threw in a little defense, making a spectacular running catch off future Hall of Famer Frankie Frisch. As was already their custom, the scribes in the press box fell over one another in the collective effort to give proper magnitude to Ruth’s feats.

			James Harrison of the New York Times wrote after Game Four: 

			If there was any lingering doubt, if anywhere in this broad land there were misguided souls who believed that Babe Ruth was not the great living ball player, they should have seen him today.

			They should have seen him, hooted, and hissed, come to the plate three times, twice against Wee Willie Sherdel and once against the great Pete Alexander, and send three mighty drive whistling over that right-­field pavilion. . . .

			It was thus that the world’s series of 1928 passed into history—with Ruth triumphant, with Ruth rampant on a field of green, with Ruth again stranger than fiction and mightier than even his most fervent admirers had dreamed he would be.

			Naturally Ruth stood at the center of the team’s wild party on their train ride back to New York. Prohibition? Forget about it. Champagne, beer, and other spirits—both liquid and emotional—flowed in tribute to the Yankees’ third title with Ruth. It was a wonderful time. He was the country’s biggest sports star, adored by all. Meanwhile, the Roaring Twenties were motoring along at full force, oblivious to the economic crash lurking around the corner.

			Indeed, 1929 proved momentous not only for the country but also for Ruth. The flush of a joyous off-­season ended on January 11, 1929. A fire broke out at a house in Watertown, Massachusetts, just outside Boston. A woman died in the conflagration. Initial reports identified her as the wife of a dentist named Kindler. However, it soon came to light that the victim was actually Helen Ruth.

			Ruth hadn’t lived with his first wife for years; they had married in 1914. He wasn’t much of a husband, though, taking full advantage of the spoils that fame brought him when it came to women. Jimmy Reese was one of Ruth’s roommates. “Actually I roomed with his suitcase,” said Reese in the oral history book Baseball Chronicles. “Babe was hardly ever in the room, unless it was to enjoy a woman or to come in to change his shirt.” In the book Reese repeated a favorite story: “Babe used to light a ‘victory cigar’ after every successful coupling. One time, I went down to pick up the paper and have breakfast. When I came back a few hours later, Babe, with a girl in his bed, was crushing out his seventh stogie.”

			Perhaps, like everything else about Ruth, the truth had been embellished a bit, but it doesn’t change the point: Babe didn’t simply hit homers, and he didn’t simply go to bed with a woman. Everything in his life, it seemed, happened on a grand scale. For example, everyone knew that Ruth and Helen had had a daughter together, Dorothy. But Dorothy’s daughter, Linda Ruth Tosetti, has since said that her mother came from Ruth’s union with another woman. Helen left Ruth because of his many infidelities and moved in with Edward Kindler. 

			Even so, Ruth took her death hard. Reporters crowded his home, and, eventually letting them in, he read from a statement: “My wife and I have not lived together for the last three years. During that time, I have seldom met with her. I’ve done all I can to comply with her wishes. Her death is a great shock to me.” Reporters tried to press him, but Ruth, emotional, shut them down. “I won’t answer any questions. I won’t say anything more.”

			Despite not seeing his wife for several years, Ruth did attend her funeral, to which Lou Gehrig and Miller Huggins sent floral arrangements in condolence. Two of Ruth’s friends also served as pallbearers. 

			Helen’s death paved the way for Ruth to marry Claire Merritt Hodgson. They had met in 1923, becoming more steady acquaintances in 1926. She was a model from Georgia with a three-­year-­old daughter at the time. Ruth often went hunting with her brothers and grew close to their mother. In his autobiography Ruth wrote, “Claire had many things I did not possess: culture, background, good looks.” The relationship also gave him the family he never had.

			On April 17, 1929, Ruth and Claire married at St. Gregory the Great Church on West 90th Street in New York City. The ceremony took place at 5:45 a.m. in the hopes of avoiding a large crowd. Still, hundreds of fans gathered at the church. A year later, Ruth formally adopted Claire’s daughter, Julia, and Claire did the same with Dorothy, his natural daughter. The newly blended family took up residence in an 11-room apartment on the seventh floor of 345 West 88th Street.

			In her book Babe Ruth: A Daughter’s Portrait, Julia writes of domestic tranquility. She describes Ruth making Egg in a Basket, his favorite breakfast: Butter a slice of bread, brown in it a frying pan, cut a hole in the middle, turn it over, drop an egg inside, fry the egg, and add some bologna to go with it. (No wonder Ruth struggled with his weight.) Julia also writes of the Ruth home: “Daddy enjoyed having a family, a real family, where the parents and their children loved each other and enjoyed each other. Our home was so unlike what he had experienced as a boy.”

			Claire had a calming effect on Ruth. She took control of his finances, giving him $50 checks whenever he wanted to go buy cigars. Chicago Tribune columnist Westbrook Pegler noticed the change.

			He has thrown confetti money to the winds, and he has had moods of remorse and moral stock-­taking when he resolved to mend his ways, save his money, and live a finer life.

			And now that the end of his personal boom is approaching he reveals a quality of common sense. For all his spending and nonsense, the Babe has amassed some assets. He also has the vitality to go on and on, and is, as the statesman would say, fundamentally sound.

			Claire also traveled with him on many of the Yankees’ road trips. Fellow players who knew better still ribbed him about his wife’s presence: “Having a hard time dodging those old phone calls?” they asked.

			Ruth lay at the center of attention as he prepared for the start of the 1929 season. Despite another big year in 1928, speculation was swirling that Ruth might be headed for a downward slide. Joe Williams of the New York World-­Telegram wrote: 

			Mr. Ruth has arrived at a critical stage of his career. Early next month he will be 35 years old. He has been in the big leagues since 1914. 

			With a top-­heavy body perched perilously on pipe-­stem legs the Babe, flaunting training rules, scoffing at accepted standards of health preservation and burlesquing all the quaint laws of the game, has thundered on from one epochal baseball accomplishment to another—a human Niagara charting its own course. But the time will come when ever the roar of Niagara will drop to a thin whisper.

			Maybe this will be another great season for him, and maybe it won’t. Personally, I’d say the odds are quite against him. When you’re 35 in baseball, you’re pretty old.

			Ruth actually was 34 going into the 1929 season—only later was it discovered that he was born in 1895 rather than 1894—but the writers and everyone else had reason to wonder if the player’s mid-30s would start his decline. He was getting heavier and slower. His weight crested above 240 pounds in the early ’30s. The famed Yankees pinstripes weren’t just a design feature—owner Jacob Ruppert added them because the vertical stripes made Ruth look thinner.

			Still, the new season couldn’t have started better for the Yankees. Rain delayed the opener on the day of Ruth’s wedding to Claire, so in typical fashion he and his entourage partied long and hard. Also in typical fashion, it didn’t affect Ruth the next day. In his first at bat, he hit a homer and dedicated it to his new wife.

			The Yankees won 13 of their first 17 games, and it looked as if they were going to run away with their fourth straight American League pennant. Then they lost five games in a row in May. Ruth injured his wrist and developed a bad chest cold. He was admitted to the hospital for a day in early June, and rumors flew that he had had a heart attack. 

			Ruth missed several games in June and played in only 135 for the season, his lowest number since 1925. But fans could forget about the possibility that he was slowing down when it came to a bat in his hands. The Colossus of Clout still clubbed 46 homers alongside 154 RBIs and a .345 batting average. On August 11 Ruth hit his 500th career homer, putting him more than two-­thirds of the way to reaching the legendary figure of 714 regular-­season homers.

			But none of that was good enough for the Yankees in 1929. They never fully meshed as a team, going 88–62, finishing 18 games behind the Philadelphia Athletics—and it was the Athletics, not the Yankees, who now ruled baseball. They came of age in 1929, winning 104 games en route to the first of two straight World Series titles and three consecutive American League pennants. Like the Yankees, the Athletics were loaded. Their leader, catcher Mickey Cochrane, once had a dropkick of 52 yards for Boston University. A great athlete and a standout leader, he had the complete package. Cochrane’s play inspired a father in Oklahoma in 1931 to name his newborn son after him: Mickey Mantle.

			Outfielder Al Simmons was a hitter who traveled in the same stratosphere as Ruth and Gehrig. He topped Ruth with 157 RBIs in 1929. The attack then was fortified by Jimmie Foxx. Only 21, Foxx had his first big season in ’29 with 33 homers and a .354 batting average—and that was just the start. In 1932 he was going to threaten Ruth’s mark of 60 homers, falling just short with 58. Considered “the right-­handed Babe Ruth,” Foxx weighed in at a powerfully built 195 pounds. One sportswriter remarked, “Even his hair has muscles.” 

			However, also like Ruth, Foxx was a free spender and enjoyed too much of the nightlife. He was a heavy drinker, and he and his wife ran through all of their money; they employed a butler even during the height of the Great Depression. Even though he finished with 534 career homers, the consensus held that he could have done better if he had taken proper care of himself.
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						Yankees owner Jacob Ruppert (left)—standing in the dugout next to Commissioner Kenesaw Mountain Landis in April 1923—built a stadium for Ruth but never let him manage the team.

						Photo courtesy of the Library of Congress

					

				

			Lefty Grove led the Athletics on the mound. The 300-game winner won 20 games in 1929, 28 in 1930, and 31 in 1931. Grove was a hard thrower who eventually learned how to pitch, but his biggest asset may have been his mean streak. One writer described Grove as being “crabby all the time.” He no doubt led the league in ripped uniforms and kicked-­over buckets of water in the dugout. Hitters, though, remained leery of digging in against him. A fierce competitor, he once hit a teammate in the back after the player landed a homer off him in an intrasquad game. “You didn’t hit that one, did you, busher?” Grove snarled.
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