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CHAPTER ONE:
THE BABE

The fans leaped from their seats when the next baseball player came to bat.  The applause sounded like thunder.  Around the stadium, thousands of people screamed and clapped, the sell-out crowd forcing many fans to stand in the aisles to watch the game.  When the announcer spoke slowly into the microphone, introducing the next batter, another clash of thunder shook the Polo Grounds in New York City with the power of an earthquake.

A young, muscular man stepped to the plate.  Trying to keep his mind of the game, he stretched, and then swung his bat a few times.  The pitcher stood on the mound and stared at his competitor, shaking off the secret signs of the catcher in uncertainty.  The fans continued to roar, screaming at the player as if he were their close friend.
Only 25-years-old, Babe Ruth took his position at the plate with the confidence of a veteran ballplayer.  He matched stares with the pitcher.  As he had done before, changing the style of the game, he moved his grip on the bat, stretching his arms, planting his feet in the dirt.  The pitcher nodded to the catcher.  The fans stayed on their feet.

The entire stadium hummed in anticipation.  They wanted to see something new, something fresh, something that would pull the game out of its depression.  In was 1920.  Baseball, the most popular sport in the United States, had been overshadowed by a dark cloud of scandal and defeat.  Only weeks before, several players on one of the top teams had admitted to taking bribes, losing the World Series on purpose.  The fans had lost their faith in the players and the game.

Only Babe Ruth was able to stop this bad feeling and bitterness.  He alone had the power to make exciting headlines in a time of great confusion, and with his awesome batting power and his sharp knowledge of the game, he had changed the sport with the new role of home runs.  In only a few years, Babe Ruth had tripled the record high for home runs.

Now the fans waited for a new home run record, and with a long wind-up and delivery, the pitcher reached back and threw his best fastball.  Babe Ruth did not hesitate.  With a quick and decisive swing, he swatted the ball into the bleachers of the Polo Grounds.  It was his 54th home run, crushing the earlier year-high record of 29.
The stadium erupted in wild cheers.  People threw their hats and torn pieces of paper in the air.  As the laughing Babe rounded the bases, waving his cap to the crowd, a marching band struck up a song in the background
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It was a strange sight.  The band was a group of small boys, just to the side of the dugout, playing in what looked like sailor caps and uniforms.  As Babe crossed home plate and headed for the New York Yankee dugout, the rest of his teammates waiting to shake his hand, he made a point to jog over and shake the hands of the band members.

The band was part of the St. Mary’s Industrial School for Boys, a juvenile detention center.  Babe Ruth had sponsored their tour with the baseball team.  Babe Ruth had remembered.  Like the homeruns that had sailed out of the great baseball stadiums, he, too, had risen above a tough childhood.
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CHAPTER TWO

INCORRIGIBLE

On the damp streets around the Baltimore docks in the 1890s, people arrived from all parts of the world, each of them looking for a little action and advantage, trying to get ahead in their hard lives.  The area was known for crime and danger.  There was little control in the shipyard, and even less in the back alleys and neighborhoods.

Gangs of young boys roamed about, often watching the swagger and street-wise talk of the tough sailors, dockworkers and older boys.  The young kids in the area studied the moves and speech of the adults, as if they were at the movies.  They watched the fights, the arguments, and they saw the weapons pulled into display.  Then the young boys would run off and copy what they had just seen.

The action was the wildest in the bars along the docks.  With their wages in hand, the sailors and day workers would pull into the saloons in the evenings, even during the breaks in the afternoons, and try to forget the problems of their day.  Within minutes, trouble would follow.  Violence was a way of life.

In 1985, a struggling barman and his wife had a child, a baby boy named George Herman Ruth.  During the day, the baby would play in the back of the bar, sometimes until late at night.  Within a few years, the young George ran errands for the saloonkeepers, darting between the legs of the smelly dockworkers and sailors.  George’s mother was often sick, suffering miscarriages and illnesses, and the young boy found himself in the position of carrying the load of boys much older.

For as long as he could remember, the young George helped at the bar, even when he could barely see over the top of the counter.  Long into the nights, he listened to the tall tales and stories of men living on the edge, often taking bottles of whisky to their tables.  Their lives animated his own.

George’s family provided little time or comfort.  His father had a mercurial anger, exploding when George was too loud or excited.  He was a young boy full of energy.  Racing into the house and bar, shouting at the top of his lungs, George could rarely hold back his outbursts and activity.  Often bed-ridden, his mother relied on her son to dress and feed himself, especially when she did not want to be bothered.  She found it hard to manage George, and this made the boy feel unwelcome in his own house, which was above the saloon.
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From an early age, George knew the streets were full of crime.  Sometimes, when his parents were busy running the saloon, he was left alone, free to roam as he liked.  He played on the garbage-covered streets and docks.  He overheard older boys forming gangs, plotting petty crimes.  He saw pickpockets and thieves with knives.  He also saw the fear on some faces and the threats on others, but the little boy was hardly afraid.  At only six-years-old, he and his friends would dare each other to steal from the open markets or boats, or to try cigarettes and liquor.  Quick, clever and brazen, George was the first to try anything.

It did not always work out.  Almost seven-years-old, George once decided to steal some money from the saloon cash register to buy his friends some ice cream.  Waiting around in the bar until his father stepped into the back, George opened the cash register and took a dollar.

He had failed to look to the side.  Catching the boy with the money in his hand, George’s father was shocked.  A rage erupted inside him, and then he exploded and beat George.  Crouching in the corner of his house, the young boy resented his father’s violence.  It filled him with his own anger and false pride.  Within a few days, he went back and stole another dollar out of the cash register.

The boasts and actions of the waterfront continued to excite George.  It was his world.  At the age of seven, his eyes followed the exchanges and confusion on the streets like a professional.  George saw little need for an education.  His parents only saw the schools as a place to keep him out of trouble.  With no one checking up on him, George took to truancy with the freedom of the open sea, rarely attending school.  During the day, he and his gang of friends wandered the back alleys in search of action.
The days of freedom ran out in a hurry.  Informed of George’s truancy, fed up with his uncontrollable energy and bustle, the young boy’s parents decided to make a drastic decision.  His mother could barely cope with her own health.  His father was overwhelmed by the responsibility of the bar.  They felt their son’s behavior was out of their control.

George had been labeled an incorrigible child, a boy who was impossible to deal with.  There was only one option.

One morning, like any other morning for the seven-year-old boy, his father told him to come outside and follow.  The boy’s eyes were filled with the sights and sounds of city life as they crossed town and made their way to a tall brick building that looked like an ancient fortress.  George wanted to step back, even run away, but he had little choice this time.
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George’s father had little to say.  Within minutes, George suddenly found himself alone, within the confines of St. Mary’s School for Boys.  It was a juvenile detention center and school for boys in trouble with the law.

Darkness fell around George.  He was very confused.  He knew he had caused trouble at times, but George never thought he would land in a detention center.  The walls enclosed him.  He realized that his family had abandoned him, and turning quickly, he saw that the back alleys, streets, sounds, and friends had been taken away from him.  All alone, suddenly imprisoned, George knew he was a far from the open waves of the sea as he could ever imagined.
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CHAPTER THREE
ST. MARY’S INDUSTRIAL SCHOOL FOR BOYS

Founded by the Catholic Church, St. Mary’s Industrial School for Boys was known for its strict, severe and unquestioned world behind walls.  It also had a reputation as a place where troubled or displaced boys could get a basic education, learn a trade and be disciplined in a religious setting.  For George, it was a prison.

At first, the young boy failed to adjust to the rules and controls of the priests.  He was told when to rise, eat, study, play and go to bed.  He was told not to question or disobey.  During the required classes in math, religion and grammar, George found it hard to concentrate.  His mind wandered.  George wanted to be liked, and he went out of his way to become popular.  He played jokes on the other boys and loved to make them laugh.  He was too full of energy to sit in a class, surrounded by the rules of a stern teacher.
Before long, his behavior became disruptive.  The priests called him a troublemaker.  Some of the teachers thought he was not capable of learning or settling down to a normal situation.

One priest saw something else in George.  Brother Matthias was a huge man at six feet six inches and 250 pounds.  His towering presence demanded respect from the boys, and his concern for their individual lives gave him a special relationship with the students.

The priest had noticed that George showed a clear sense of quickness, ease, even grace and style with his movements.  In the vocational courses, George had excelled at the shirt making classes, taking great pride in his work.  Shirt making was not easy.  It called for precision and a lot of attention.  George’s work showed an ability to learn quickly, allowing him to adapt his ideas in his own way.  What George needed most, Brother Matthias concluded, was enough individual attention to give the boy a sense of confidence and self-worth.

It was on the ball field that Brother Matthias began to take a special interest in George.  St. Mary’s had always held a strong tradition in sports, especially the popular new sport of baseball.  George was a natural athlete, but like all naturals, he had to work hard to refine his skills, especially in terms of the intricacies of baseball.

Starting as a catcher, George did well, helping to lead the team.  He loved to hit and soon became the best batter on the team.  He was both fast and daring on the bases.

Then, a lucky break happened.  When one of the pitchers was having a bad game, Brother Matthias called on George to pitch.  George was both afraid and excited.  He had never pitched before, but when he came to the mound, the ball in his hand, he felt like he had found his perfect position.
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Over the next years, George spent every spare minute working on his pitching.  Even though he could throw with great speed, George needed to work on his control, throwing as many strikes as he could.  He played as much as possible, especially on the weekends.  George was a good player, and he worked hard to become a great player.

By the time he was in his teens, George had earned a reputation around the city of Baltimore.  St. Mary’s Industrial School became one of the best baseball teams in the area, thanks largely to the pitching and hitting of George.  He had also grown up, standing a strong six feet two inches tall.

In 1914, when George was nineteen-years-old, another break came his way.  One of the coaches from another school had told a professional baseball scout of George’s ability.  Many of the scouts had already heard about the St. Mary’s boy.  Finally, a man from the local professional team in Baltimore came to check on George.  After he saw him pitch, he offered George a contract for $600.
The money was more than anything George could imagine.  The idea of being paid to play baseball was like a dream for him.  Even more than the money, it gave him a chance to leave the St, Mary’s Industrial School.  It gave him a chance to come back to society as a normal person, free to do as he wished.

Like a home run flying out of the ballpark, George had the chance to rise from the problems of the past and start a new life.
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CHAPTER FOUR
THE PITCHER

Baseball in the early years was considered a pitcher’s game.  Unlike today, the pitchers controlled the action, often keeping the scores down to a few runs.  Home runs were rare in the game.  Teams and batters had special strategies for scoring runs, usually through a series of planned hits.

When George joined the Baltimore team, his childish behavior brought him the nickname “Babe” from his teammates.  The young Babe Ruth, suddenly alone in the big cities and stadiums, loved to run around the cities, to play in the elevators at the hotels, and he appeared very naïve to the other players.

It was not all fun and games for the former St. Mary’s student.  He soon realized that baseball was a job, and he was being paid to perform a task.  Alone at night, the young ball player was filled with many questions and doubts.  What if he failed?  Would he be sent back to St. Mary’s?  Even though he was a good player, could he play with the professionals, day after day, game after game?  Babe Ruth learned very quickly that with his new freedoms came new responsibilities.

On the playing field, Babe Ruth quickly became a star.  In one of his first games, he hit a home run far out of the ballpark.  As a pitcher, he led the team to first place in the minor league standings.  Soon, everyone wanted to see the young star.

In the middle of the first full season, even though they were in first place, Babe’s Baltimore team was forced to sell some of its players to make up for financial losses.  Babe Ruth was sold to a major league team in Boston, taking him from St. Mary’s Industrial School to the famous big leagues of baseball in less than a year.

The jump for Babe was not an easy one.  Just like the strict school in Baltimore, the major league team had rules that the players were expected to follow.  This time, however, Babe was left on his own to make the grade.  It did not always go smoothly for the young pitcher.

Babe took to his freedom like a hurricane on the sea.  He would stay out all night and then attempt to pitch a full game the next day.  For the first time in his life, he had money in his pocket, and he managed to spend every penny in a matter of days.  Babe bought big cars and expensive jewelry and clothes.  He had many car accidents, wasting his money, and risking the lives of others.  The more he spent, the more he realized that his salary could barely support him.  The young boy, who had been poor, quickly wasted all of his money.
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This was a problem Babe had to deal with his whole life.  The young man’s uncontrollable spending often left him in debt.

Over the next couple of years, Babe made his mark as a top pitcher for the Boston team.  He won 18 games in his first full season and then 47 games over the next two years, leading the Boston Red Sox to back-to-back World Series championships.  He led the team in shutouts and E.R.A, keeping the opposing teams to the lowest scores in the league.

Babe not only had to learn how to control his fastball and curveball, but also how to control his behavior.  His anger and intensity often resulted in Babe throwing fits on the playing field, arguing with the umpires.  The umpires would throw Babe out of some games, hurting his team.

It was a difficult passage for the young player.  Even for stars in the major leagues, he learned, there were certain rules to follow and accept.  At St. Mary’s, George could dominate the other players and game because of his talent.  Now he had to compete by the same rules, realizing he was one of many stars in the major leagues.
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CHAPTER FIVE

THE SLUGGER

By 1918, Babe realized that he did not only want to pitch.  As a pitcher, he only played every four days.  Hitting was also one of his great strengths.  Even on a part-time basis, he had hit as many homeruns as anyone else in the league.  In 1919, he decided to play full-time as a fielder and batter and stop pitching.  This is one of the best decisions Babe Ruth ever made.

It also came at a time when the major leagues were in a period of change, and Babe Ruth led that change with his power and speed.  In his first year as a full-time player, he finished first in the league with 11 homers.  It was only the beginning for the slugger.

Just like the Baltimore team, Babe’s Boston ball club in 1919 suddenly had financial problems.  In order to keep the team going the owner had to sell Babe to the rival New York Yankees.  This was probably one of the worst deals in the history of baseball.

New York City welcomed Babe warmly, making him the most popular player in the game.  He still was bursting with great energy and enthusiasm, laughing and making others laugh.  So many fans followed Babe around that he had to hire a public relations firm to deal with his business.  With his charisma and funny jokes, he could entertain a crowd as well as any actor or musician.  The Yankees realized that they had made the deal of a lifetime.
1919 was also the year baseball was rocked by a horrible scandal.  Young boys had always looked up to baseball heroes, but in 1919, some of the best baseball players were paid to lose the World Series.  Baseball fans around the nation were shocked.  Their heroes were corrupt.  It took Babe to bring their hopes and trust back to the game.

Over the next decade, Babe Ruth would lead the team to several World Championships.  The 1920s were called the “Golden Age of Sports.  As the most popular player, Babe would break his own homerun record repeatedly, changing the game completely, introducing the homerun as a key part of the game.  Many players were afraid to pitch to the slugger, preferring to walk him instead.

In the meantime, Babe’s performance and popularity brought him a huge contract, making him the highest paid player in the game.  One year he made more money than the President of the United States did.

The fast life finally caught up with the star.  He drank and ate too much.  Sometimes he felt too sick to play.  A bad stomachache always nagged him.  He gave up sleep for the nightlife, and his performance on the field paid the price.  In 1922, for the second straight year, the Yankees failed to win the championship, with Babe playing only a fair game on the field.
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The fans in New York and around the nation were not only disappointed, they were also angered.  Baseball had become a business.  The owner wanted his money’s worth from the players and the team manager was upset by Babe’s poor performance.  The fans felt they had paid their money for the tickets and expected a victorious team.  Once the captain of the team, Babe was now disgraced.

Babe Ruth realized that fame carried a high price.  Even though he was popular, he still could not get away with a bad job.  Baseball was a team sport, and Babe realized that everyone on the team needed to pitch in.  In fact, his fame demanded that he perform better than everyone else did.  He could no longer rely on natural ability to pull off a victory.  Promising to turn around his performance, he stopped his fast life, trained hard, and prepared for the 1923 season.
Babe could not have been a better ball player.  Taking the Yankees to the World Championship in 1923, he led the league in the most batting categories and was name Most Valuable Player, the highest award in the game.  The hard work and training paid off.  Babe Ruth returned to the headlines of the newspapers as a hero.
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CHAPTER SIX
THE HERO

Babe Ruth never forgot his humble start in life.  During the early years, in the off-season, he continued to help in the family saloon until 1981, when his father was killed in a barroom fight.  This tragic event served to remind Babe of the rough and unpredictable background of his childhood.  Without a break, he, too, could have ended up in a violent and troubled world.

As he had done with the St. Mary’s Industrial School band, Babe also sponsored a number of youth groups and activities.  He was known for always finding the time to answer the questions of young boys, sign autographs and pose for pictures.  One year, Babe wrote a book for kids, called How to Play Baseball.
On one occasion, Babe’s kindness and concern for kids turned him into a great hero.

In 1926, a young boy from New Jersey found that he had a serious bone disease.  Taken to the hospital, the boy had to go through many painful operations.  As a way of cheering up the boy, his father asked some of the players in the World Series to send autographs to the hospital.  Babe Ruth did something better than that.  He wrote a letter saying that he would hit a home run for the young boy in the fourth game of the World Series.  There in St. Louis, in the fourth game, Babe Ruth came to the plate and hit three homeruns in the game.  After the game, Babe went to the hospital and greeted the patient at his bed.  It was the biggest day ever for the boy.

Babe’s heroic stunts continued.  In the third game of the 1932 World Series, the slugger came to bat.  The fans of the opposing team shouted at Babe.  This made Babe angry.  He wanted to show everyone that he could do the impossible.  Pointing at the bleachers in the right field, he motioned that he would hit a homerun.  The pitcher threw the ball for the first strike.  Babe had let it pass.  The players on the other team started to yell at Babe and call him names.  The stadium rocked with the tension, and then the pitcher threw another strike.  Babe Ruth had let this ball pass, too.  Babe just continued to point at the bleachers, and on the next pitch, he walloped the ball.

There was a moment of total silence.  Every eye in the park followed the ball’s long arc as it sped deep toward the right field wall.  “Gone!” boomed the announcer’s voice.  The place went crazy.  The bleachers boomed like rolling thunder as the fans stomped their feet in wild approval.  Everyone shouted his name again and again, “Babe!  Babe!  Babe!”  Then the Babe trotted around the bases, his cap held high above his head.

That is how legends are made.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

THE LEGEND

Throughout his life, Babe struggled with the hardships of fame and fortune.  In 1925, once again overweight and out of shape, he was suspended from the team.  He felt humiliated.  Around the country, people laughed at Babe Ruth.  He was not even considered capable of playing.  The manager of the team was so mad at Babe that he did not allow him to play for many games.  Babe yelled at the manager.  He complained to the owner.  In the end, he came to realize that there are times when even legends have to learn to behave correctly.  For the second time, he had to break from the fast life and get himself in shape, returning in 1926 to be one of the top players.
Babe went on to lead the Yankees to the World Series several more times.  With the help of other great players like Lou Gehrig and Waite Hoyt, this Yankee team was considered one of the best teams ever to play the game of baseball.  Thousands of people came just to watch them practice.  They were so unbeatable that they won back-to-back World Series championships.  The team had so many fans that the Yankees built their own stadium, which they referred to as “the house that Ruth built.”

In 1927, Babe Ruth did the unthinkable.  He waited until the second to last game to break the record that would last for many years.  He hit 60 homeruns in one season.

Despite his leadership role with the Yankees and his feats in the field, Babe Ruth also experienced disappointment.  The great player had always wanted to be a manager.  The manager made the important decisions about the team and its players.  Several other great ballplayers of the time had carried out this double role, including Ty Cobb, who was both a player and a manager.  For Babe, a manager would have been the crowning achievement of his career.

In 1930, the position of manager of the Yankees became open.  Babe made it clear that he wanted to be chosen for the job, but his bad reputation as a wild and careless man off the field hurt his chances.  The owner felt that if Babe could not manage his own behavior, he certainly could not be responsible for managing a team.  The Yankees gave the job to another player.  Babe was deeply hurt, but he continued to be the greatest player and leader for the Yankees.

The great slugger went on to play until he was 40-years-old.  He hit 714 homeruns, a record that stood for decades.  In every other category, the name of Babe Ruth would stand among the best.

Throughout his long life as a professional baseball player, Babe Ruth always remembered his young fans.  With their hopes and dreams, the kids reminded him that even he, George Herman Ruth, the great baseball player, had risen above a challenging childhood to become a great man.
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VOCABULARY
Animated – to make larger than life

Bid-ridden – forced to stay in bed

Brazen – rough

Bribes – illegal payments made for a service

Charisma – special charm

Confines – borders, limits, walls

Decisive – sure, confident

Docks – where boats and ships are tied at the ports
Dugout – where the players sit during the game
E.R.A. – (Earned Run Average), the number of runs the pitcher allows per game
Grace – smooth style
Incorrigible – impossible to deal with, to break the rules
Intricacies – details, specifics
Mercurial – explosive
Miscarriages – when pregnancies end too soon, and the baby dies
Naïve – child-like, not sophisticated
Petty – small, insignificant
Shutout – when the pitcher keeps the other team from scoring
Swagger – to walk or act in a false or tough way
Trade – a specific skill or job
Truancy – not to go to school
Vocational – career, skills
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REVIEW QUESTIONS

1.  How would you describe the neighborhood where Babe Ruth was raised?
2.  What does it mean to be called “incorrigible?”

3.  Why was Babe Ruth Taken to St. Mary’s Industrial School?

4.  How Did Babe Ruth’s experience at St. Mary’s help him later in his life?
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5.  Describe how Babe Ruth became a great baseball player?

6.  How did baseball change Babe Ruth’s life?

7.  What problems did Babe Ruth have to overcome as a young player?

8.  Fame and fortune brought what kinds of problems to Babe Ruth?
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9.  Why would you call Babe Ruth a hero?

10.  What did you learn about the life of Babe Ruth that might help you?
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