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The 2003 Winter Meetings: Back in the Bayou 

By Jerry Swenson 

 
The Business of Baseball Committee is currently writing a 

book on the history of the winter meetings.  This article is an 

excerpt from that book. 

 

Introduction and Context 

The 2003 winter meetings were held at the Marriott 

Hotel in New Orleans.  This was the fifth time the 

winter meetings were held in New Orleans, the first 

since 1997.  The economic conditions in the United 

States were improving as lower interest rates, the 

child tax credit, and lower rates of income tax 

withholding allowed consumers to shift to current 

consumption expenditures.  However, the US-led 

coalition in Iraq introduced uncertainty about 

investment and employment. (1)   Labor market 

concerns loomed large despite the improved 

economy, which was referred to as a “jobless 

recovery.”  Additional concerns existed that 

consumers might be cautious, resulting in a 

slowdown in economic growth. (2) 

   

There was also a concern about the economic 

direction of the baseball industry.  In fact, Houston 

general manager Gerry Hunsicker stated during the 

meetings that “For years we’ve been talking about 

the dangerous economic direction the industry was 

headed.  No one wanted to believe it, but now we’re 

at a point where the losses have gotten so large the 

clubs have no choice [but to cut payroll].  If you 

look at the trades this winter, most have been 

motivated by clubs trying to move dollars.   If you 

have cash, you’re in the driver’s seat.  Cash is 

definitely king this winter because most clubs don’t 

have it.  It’s a buyer’s market because of that.” (3) 

 

The winter meetings took place without any  

executives of the New York Yankees in attendance.  

One club official mentioned the reason for keeping 

the executives from the meetings was that “George 
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(Steinbrenner) doesn't want us to go there because 

we would give away our secrets.” (4) 

 

Teams did not wait for the winter meetings to begin 

to reshape their rosters in anticipation of the 2004 

season.  The Boston Red Sox placed Manny 

Ramirez on irrevocable waivers in an effort to rid 

themselves of his massive contract (5).  No team 

claimed Ramirez.  Theo Epstein continued his 

attempts to move Ramirez by laying the 

groundwork for a potential Manny Ramirez for 

Alex Rodriguez trade.  In the end, Epstein would 

not trade Ramirez before the start of the 2004 

season.  In the meantime, he did acquire Curt 

Schilling from the Arizona Diamondbacks.  

Schilling and the Red Sox worked out a contract 

extension so that Schilling would waive the no trade 

clause in his existing contract.  Epstein praised 

Schilling, saying that “Curt wasn’t out for every last 

dollar.  Very far from it.  He wanted to structure the 

deal so the Red Sox would be competitive for every 

year of his contract.  He deserves a lot of credit, 

because that’s a rare request coming from a player.” 

(6) 

 

The Houston Astros and Anaheim Angels also 

acquired pitchers before the meetings.   The Astros, 

with Hunsicker at the head, signed Andy Pettitte 

and the Angles remade half their starting rotation by 

signing Kelvim Escobar and Bartolo Colon. 

 

Although there were free agent signings before and 

during the meetings, the market had changed since 

the Texas Rangers signed Alex Rodriguez to his 

$252 million deal in 2000.   

 

Small market clubs maintained their budget 

discipline and traded star players before the winter 

meetings.  Richie Sexson (Milwaukee) and Javier 

Vazquez (Montreal) were moved with payroll costs 

factoring into each team’s decision.  “We were 

faced with the reality of losing Richie Sexson and 

probably getting nothing in return except for a few 

draft choices,” (4), explained Brewers GM Doug 

Melvin.  The Brewers were looking to trim payroll 

to about $30 million. (7).   

 

Omar Minaya positioned the Montreal Expos to 

receive value from the Yankees in the Vazquez 

deal.  Minaya said “I don't have to trade Javier 

Vazquez.  If you (Cashman) are interested, be 

aggressive. And to his credit, he was aggressive." 

(8)  Vasquez was eligible for arbitration and 

Montreal was faced with payroll limits. (8)    

 

The World Champion Marlins traded Derek Lee in 

an effort to allocate their payroll to core players.    

Marlins general manager Larry Beinfest indicated 

that the Marlins were also managing payroll in the 

Lee trade.  Beinfest said "there were two main 

reasons for the move. One is, obviously, we need to 

achieve our goal of operating within our payroll.   

Two, we want to make sure we have the appropriate 

allocations to retain our core pitching." (9) 

 

Finally, trading established stars because of 

emerging young players was another approach to 

manage the major league payroll.  The budget 

minded Twins traded 2002 All-Star A.J. Pierzynski 

to the San Francisco Giants.  "That's all part of the 

reason we decided to make this trade," general 

manager Terry Ryan said. "We're dealing from a 

position of strength. We've got some talent at 

catching coming up and some financial concerns, as 

far as making sure the pieces fit."  (10)  

 

Player Movement 

The small market Oakland A’s were hard hit by free 

agency as they lost two significant contributors 

from their 96 win team, Keith Foulke and Miguel 

Tejada.  The Boston Red Sox signed their closer, 

Foulke, and the Baltimore Orioles signed their 

shortstop, Tejada.  Tejada signed the richest 

contract in Orioles history (at the time). (11)  He 

chose the Orioles over the Detroit Tigers and the 

Seattle Mariners. 

 

The St. Louis Cardinals traded J.D. Drew and Eli 

Marrero to Atlanta.  The Braves were looking to 

replace free agents Gary Sheffield and Javy Lopez 

and felt that this trade was the best option available.  

“We have great regard for J. D. Drew and of course 

the versatility that Eli Marrero brings to Bobby 

(Braves manager Bobby Cox) and his roster,” 

Schuerholz said.  “(This) really helped us in one fell 

swoop fill several needs that we have on our club.  

Having said that, we gave up some fine young 

players to acquire these guys."  (12) Tony LaRussa 

mentioned the importance of acquiring pitching in 

the deal, “We felt that without pitching, we weren’t 

going to have a chance to improve in the standings 

next year.” (13) The cost in pitching was quite steep 
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as the Braves surrendered two former first round 

draft picks in Adam Wainwright and Jason Marquis.  

The Cardinals also acquired Ray King in the deal.  

"As tough as it is to trade pitching, our scouting and 

player development guys keep finding and 

developing them and filling the pipeline with them," 

Schuerholz said. "We're blessed to have that kind of 

talent. Adam was our No. 1 pitching prospect, and 

that makes this tough to do. But under the 

circumstances we had no choice." (12) 

 

 
Adam Wainwright, from Braves prospect to Cards Ace 

 

The New York Yankees, seeking to replace Andy 

Pettitte and Roger Clemens in their starting rotation, 

traded Jeff Weaver for Los Angeles Dodgers ace 

Kevin Brown. 

 

Eleven trades took place, but the rumored Ramirez-

Rodriguez trade did not occur during the meetings.   

The Red Sox and Rangers continued to work on the 

proposed trade after the meeting but ultimately no 

agreement resulted from these discussions. 

 

The free agent landscape showed signs of change 

from just a few years earlier as Vladimir Guerrero, 

Ivan Rodriguez, Greg Maddux and Javy Lopez left 

the winter meetings without signed contracts.   Each 

would eventually receive contracts, with Lopez 

signing shortly after the meetings and Guerrero 

signing in early January.  However, Maddux did not 

have a contract until the middle of February. 

 

The Pittsburgh Pirate and Cleveland Indian 

organizations each lost five players in the major 

league portion of the Rule Five draft.  Future 

Toronto Blue Jay slugger, third baseman Jose 

Bautista, was one of the players lost by the Pirates.  

On July 30, 2004, the Pirates reacquired Bautista 

(and Ty Wigginton) in a trade involving Kris 

Benson and Jeff Keppinger.  The Pirates also lost 

future major leaguers Chris Shelton and Jeff 

Bennett.  The Indians lost Willy Taveras to 

Houston. 

 

The Business Side 

The proposed trade of Alex Rodriguez and his 

contract from the Texas Rangers to the Boston Red 

Sox generated much interest from the players 

association.  Rodriguez agreed to restructure the 

original deal he signed at the 2000 winter meetings 

(12).  However, the players association would not 

permit the contract to be restructured as the 

restructured contract would result in a decreased 

contract value.  Rodriguez issued a statement in 

support of the decision: 

 

"In the spirit of cooperation, I advised the Red 

Sox I am willing to restructure my contract, 

but only within the guidelines prescribed by 

union officials.  I recognize the principle 

involved, and fully support the need to protect 

the interests of my fellow players. 

 

"If my transfer to the Red Sox is to occur, it 

must be done with consideration of the 

interests of all major league players, not just 

one. Any statements by club officials 

suggesting my position is different than stated 

is inaccurate and unfortunate." (14) 

 

As the meetings ended, Brian Cashman, one of the 

aforementioned Yankee executives not in 

attendance, had his option for 2005 picked up, 

arguably as punishment for stating he didn’t want to 

return at the expiration of his contract in 2004.  In 

other news, Murray Chass was honored by the 

Baseball Writers Association of America with the J. 

G. Taylor Spink Award. (15) 

 

Summary 

Small and mid-market teams managed their payrolls 

and traded players with an eye toward maintaining 

their budgets and providing opportunities for 

prospects.  The larger market clubs, especially the 

Boston Red Sox, were active before and during the 

meetings. 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Baseball_Writers_Association_of_America
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/J._G._Taylor_Spink_Award
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/J._G._Taylor_Spink_Award
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Lou Piniella expressed concern about the inability 

of the small market teams to compete with the big 

market teams in signing free agents to large 

contracts.  He specifically addressed the situation of 

the Tampa Bay Devil Rays when he said, “We're 

improved, but it's disheartening when you look at 

the improvements of the other teams in this 

division. . . . Invariably, baseball has to do 

something about this. I don't know what the answer 

is. The luxury tax hasn't stopped it. It's the same 

thing as when they put an extra tax on yachts. If you 

have the money to buy the yacht, you pay the tax. 

What's the difference?" (16). 

 

Ironically, the inability to bring the Ramirez for 

Rodriguez trade to fruition was fortunate for 

Boston, as Ramirez led a potent Red Sox offense in 

2004.  In combination with an improved pitching 

staff, led by the Schilling and Foulke acquisitions, 

the 2004 Red Sox brought the first World Series 

title to Boston since Babe Ruth.  Ramirez was 

named MVP of the World Series. 

 

 
A-Rod for Man-Ram, the trade that almost was 

 

Roger Clemens announced his retirement in 2003.  

Ultimately, he would change his mind and join his 

close friend, Andy Pettitte, to pitch for the Houston 

Astros in 2004, where Clemens would win his 

seventh Cy Young award.  The 2004 Astros won 92 

games despite only having Pettitte pitch in 15 

games.  
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Recently Published Research  

 

This column highlights recently published articles 

on topics that may interest members of the Business 

of Baseball Committee.  If you are aware of a 

source that publishes articles of interest to the 

readership, please alert me so that I can monitor it. 

 

Mason, Daniel S., and Ernest A. N. Buist, “Domed 

to Fail? Diverging Stakeholder Interests in a 

Stadium Referendum,” Journal of Urban History 39, 

no 6 (November 2013), pp 1146-62 

 

This paper explores the case of Cleveland, Ohio, in 

1984, where a referendum to publicly fund a domed 

stadium failed. To do so, the interactions of 

stakeholders leading up to the referendum are 

reviewed. Examination of newspaper coverage in 

theCleveland Plain Dealer focused on three 

events—the sale of the Cleveland Indians, the 

stadium development proposal, and the placement 

of the stadium issue on a crowded ballot. The 

team’s sale resulted in the mobilization of powerful 

stakeholders, but conflicting signals and a lack of  

consensus from political elites helped to defeat the 

proposal. Results are then discussed in terms of 

previous research examining stakeholder  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

heterogeneity in order to understand why the 

referendum failed in this context. 

 

White, Mark H. II, and Kennon M. Sheldon,“The 

contract year syndrome in the NBA and MLB: A 

classic undermining pattern,” Motivation & 

Emotion 38, no. 2 (April 2014), pp 196-205  

 

We assembled National Basketball Association and 

Major League Baseball player performance data 

from recent years, tracking 3 year periods in 

players' careers: pre-contract year (baseline), 

contract year (CY; salient external incentive 

present), and post-contract year (salient external 

incentive removed). In both sports, we examined 

both individual scoring statistics (points scored, 

batting average) and non-scoring statistics (e.g. 

blocked shots, fielding percentage) over the 3 years. 

Using extrinsic motivation theories, we predicted 

and found a boost in some scoring statistics during 

the CY (relative to the pre-CY), but no change in 

non-scoring statistics. Using intrinsic motivation 

theories, we predicted and found an undermining of 

many statistics in the post-CY, relative to both the 

CY and the pre-CY baseline. Boosted CY scoring 

performance predicted post-CY salary raises in both 

sports, but salary raises were largely unrelated to 

post-CY performance. The CY performance boost 

Business of Baseball Committee 

The Business of Baseball Committee co-chairs are Steve Weingarden (steveweingarden@gmail.com) and 

Mike Haupert (mhaupert@uwlax.edu).  Haupert edits Outside the Lines. 

 

The committee’s website is at http://research.sabr.org/business/.  You should stay in touch with the site as we 

improve the look and add content. 

 

http://mlb.mlb.com/news/article.jsp?ymd=20031214&content_id=618126&vkey=news_mlb&fext=.jsp&c_id=mlb
http://mlb.mlb.com/news/article.jsp?ymd=20031214&content_id=618126&vkey=news_mlb&fext=.jsp&c_id=mlb
http://mlb.mlb.com/news/article.jsp?ymd=20031214&content_id=618126&vkey=news_mlb&fext=.jsp&c_id=mlb
http://atlanta.braves.mlb.com/news/article.jsp?ymd=20031213&content_id=617176&vkey=news_atl&fext=.jsp&c_id=atl
http://atlanta.braves.mlb.com/news/article.jsp?ymd=20031213&content_id=617176&vkey=news_atl&fext=.jsp&c_id=atl
http://atlanta.braves.mlb.com/news/article.jsp?ymd=20031213&content_id=617176&vkey=news_atl&fext=.jsp&c_id=atl
http://sports.espn.go.com/mlb/news/story?id=1685436
http://sports.espn.go.com/mlb/news/story?id=1685436
http://articles.nydailynews.com/2003-12-14/sports/18240571_1_yankees-deal-payroll
http://articles.nydailynews.com/2003-12-14/sports/18240571_1_yankees-deal-payroll
mailto:steveweingarden@gmail.com
mailto:mhaupert@uwlax.edu
http://research.sabr.org/business/
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is real, but team managers should know that it might 

be followed by a performance crash-the CY 

'syndrome.' 

 

Kihl, Lisa, and Kathy Babiak, “Evaluating the 

Implementation of a Professional Sport Team’s 

Corporate Community Involvement Initiative,” 

Journal of Sport Management 28, no. 3 (May2014),  

pp 324-337 

 

As corporate community initiatives (CCI) in sport 

are becoming an important dimension of corporate 

social responsibility, a key issue is evaluating the 

quality of the processes by which they are delivered 

and how they are managed. The purpose of this 

study was to explore the implementation process of 

a professional sport team’s CCI using program 

evaluation theory (Chen, 2005). Interviews were 

conducted with 42 key stakeholders (team 

executives, partnership implementers, participants, 

parents, coaches) from one Major 

League Baseball team’s CCI to understand critical 

processes involved in CCI implementation and 

execution. The findings showed concerns in the 

quality of program implementation with the: 1) the 

partnership agreement, 2) the ecological context, 3) 

protocol and implementation, and 4) target 

population. We propose an iterative model of 

program evaluation for use in the sport context. We 

conclude the paper with recommendations for 

further research in this area and implications for 

practitioners. 

 

 

The following biography of Babe Ruth was 

originally published as part of the SABR Baseball 

Biography Project and is reprinted here with the 

permission of the author, Allan Wood 

 

During his five full seasons with the Boston Red 

Sox, Babe Ruth established himself as one of the 

premier left-handed pitchers in the game, began his 

historic transformation from moundsman to 

slugging outfielder, and was part of three World 

Series championship teams. After he was sold to the 

New York Yankees in December 1919, his eye-

popping batting performances over the next few 

seasons helped usher in a new era of long-distance 

hitting and high scoring, effectively bringing down 

the curtain on the Deadball Era. 

 

George Herman Ruth was born to George Ruth and 

Catherine Schamberger on February 6, 1895, in his 

mother’s parents’ house at 216 Emory Street, in 

Baltimore, Maryland. With his father working long 

hours in his saloon and his mother often in poor 

health, Little George (as he was known) spent his 

days unsupervised on the waterfront streets and 

docks, committing petty theft and vandalism. 

Hanging out in his father’s bar, he stole money from 

the till, drained the last drops from old beer glasses, 

and developed a taste for chewing tobacco. He was 

only six years old. 

 

Shortly after his seventh birthday, the Ruths 

petitioned the Baltimore courts to declare Little 

George “incorrigible” and sent him to live at St. 

Mary’s Industrial School, on the outskirts of the 

city. The boy’s initial stay at St. Mary’s lasted only 

four weeks before his parents brought him home for 

the first of several attempted reconciliations; his 

long-term residence at St. Mary’s actually began in 

1904. But it was during that first stay that George 

met Brother Matthias. 

 

“He taught me to read and write and he taught me 

the difference between right and wrong,” Ruth said 

100 Years Ago:  

Babe Ruth Makes His Professional Debut 
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of the Canadian-born priest. “He was the father I 

needed and the greatest man I’ve ever known.” 

Brother Matthias also spent many afternoons 

tossing a worn-out baseball in the air and swatting it 

out to the boys. Little George watched, bug-eyed. “I 

had never seen anything like that in my life,” he 

recalled. “I think I was born as a hitter the first day I 

ever saw him hit a baseball.” The impressionable 

youngster imitated Matthias’s hitting style—

gripping the bat tightly down at the knobbed end, 

taking a big swing at the ball—as well as his way of 

running with quick, tiny steps. 

 

When asked in 1918 about playing baseball at St. 

Mary’s, Ruth said he had little difficulty anywhere 

on the field. “Sometimes I pitched. Sometimes I 

caught, and frequently I played the outfield and 

infield. It was all the same to me. All I wanted was 

to play. I didn’t care much where.” In one St. 

Mary’s game in 1913, Ruth, then 18 years old, 

caught, played third base (even though he threw 

left-handed), and pitched, striking out six men, and 

collecting a double, a triple, and a home run. That 

summer, he was allowed to pitch with local amateur 

and semipro teams on weekends. Impressed with his 

performances, Jack Dunn signed Ruth to his minor 

league Baltimore Orioles club the following 

February. 

 

Although he was a bumpkin with minimal social 

skills, at camp in South Carolina Ruth quickly 

distinguished himself on the diamond. That spring, 

the Orioles played several major league teams. In 

two outings against the Phillies, Ruth faced 29 

batters and allowed only six hits and two unearned 

runs. The next week, he threw a complete game 

victory over the Philadelphia Athletics, winners of 

three of the last four World Series. Short on cash 

that summer, Dunn sold Ruth to the Boston Red 

Sox. 

 

On July 11, 1914, less than five months after 

leaving St. Mary’s, Babe made his debut at Fenway 

Park: he pitched seven innings against Cleveland 

and received credit for a 4-3 win. After being hit 

hard by Detroit in his second outing, Ruth rode the 

bench until he was demoted to the minor leagues in 

mid-August, where he helped the Providence Grays 

capture the International League pennant. Ruth 

returned to Boston for the final week of the 1914 

season. On October 2, he pitched a complete game 

victory over the Yankees and doubled for his first 

major league hit. 

 

Babe spent the winter in Baltimore with his new 

wife, Boston waitress Helen Woodford, and in 

1915, he stuck with the big club. Ruth slumped 

early in the season, in part because of excessive 

carousing with fellow pitcher Dutch Leonard, and a 

broken toe—sustained by kicking the bench in 

frustration after being intentionally walked—kept 

him out of the rotation for two weeks. But when he 

returned, he shined, winning three complete games 

in a span of nine days in June. Between June 1 and 

September 2, Ruth was 13-1 and ended the season 

18-8. 

 

In 1916, Ruth won 23 games and posted a league-

leading 1.75 ERA. He also threw nine shutouts—an 

American League record for left-handed pitchers 

that still stands (it was tied in 1978 by the Yankees’ 

Ron Guidry). In Game Two of the World Series, 

Ruth pitched all 14 innings, beating the Brooklyn 

Dodgers, 2-1. Boston topped Brooklyn in the series 

four games to one. 

 

Ruth’s success went straight to his head in 1917, 

and he began arguing with umpires about their 

strike zone judgment. Facing Washington on June 

23, Ruth walked the first Senators batter on four 

pitches. Feeling squeezed by home plate umpire 

Brick Owens, Ruth stormed off the mound and 

punched Owens in the head. After Ruth was ejected, 

Ernie Shore came in to relieve. The baserunner was 

thrown out trying to steal and Shore retired the next 

26 batters for an unofficial perfect game. Ruth got 

off lightly with a 10-day suspension and a $100 

fine. He ended the year with a 24-13 record, 

completing 35 of his 38 starts, with six shutouts and 

an ERA of 2.01. 

 

Although Ruth didn’t play every day until May 

1918, the idea of putting him in the regular lineup 

was first mentioned in the press during his rookie 

season. Calling Babe “one of the best natural 

sluggers ever in the game,” Washington 

sportswriter Paul Eaton thought Ruth “might even 

be more valuable in some regular position than he is 

on the slab—a free suggestion for Manager [Bill] 

Carrigan.” The Boston Post reported that summer 

that Babe “cherishes the hope that he may someday 

be the leading slugger of the country.” 
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In 1915, Ruth batted .315 and topped the Red Sox 

with four home runs. Braggo Roth led the AL with 

seven homers, but he had 384 at-bats compared to 

Babe’s 92. Ruth didn’t have enough at-bats to 

qualify, but his .576 slugging percentage was higher 

than the official leaders in the American League 

(Jack Fournier .491), the National League (Gavvy 

Cravath .510), and the Federal League (Benny 

Kauff .509). 

 

With the Red Sox offense sputtering after the sale 

of Tris Speaker in 1916, the suggestion to play Ruth 

every day was renewed when he tied a record with a 

home run in three consecutive games. Ruth hated 

the helpless feeling of sitting on the bench between 

pitching assignments, and believed he could be a 

better hitter if given more opportunity. In mid-

season, with all three Boston outfielders in slumps, 

Carrigan was reportedly ready to give Babe a shot, 

but it never happened. Ruth finished the 1917 

season at .325, easily the highest average on the 

team. Left fielder Duffy Lewis topped the regulars 

at .302; no one else hit above .265. Giving Ruth an 

everyday job remained nothing more than an 

entertaining game of “what if”—until 1918. 

 

The previous summer, the United States had entered 

the Great War; many players had enlisted or 

accepted war-related jobs before 

the season began. Trying to 

strengthen the Red Sox offense, 

about two weeks into the season, 

manager Ed Barrow, after 

discussions with right fielder and 

team captain Harry Hooper, 

penciled Ruth into the lineup. The 

move came only a few days after a 

Boston paper reported that team 

owner Harry Frazee had refused 

an offer of $100,000 for Ruth. “It 

is ridiculous to talk about it,” 

Frazee said. “Ruth is our Big Ace. 

He’s the most talked of, most 

sought for, most colorful ball 

player in the game.” Later reports revealed that the 

offer had come from the Yankees. 

 

On May 6, 1918, in the Polo Grounds against the 

Yankees, Ruth played first base and batted sixth. It 

was the first time he had appeared in a game other 

than as a pitcher or pinch-hitter and the first time he 

batted any spot other than ninth. Ruth went 2-4, 

including a two-run home run. At that point, five of 

Ruth’s 11 career home runs had come in New York. 

The Boston Post’s Paul Shannon began his game 

story, “Babe Ruth still remains the hitting idol of 

the Polo Grounds.” 

 

The next day, against the Senators, Ruth was 

bumped up to fourth in the lineup—he hit another 

home run—where he stayed for most of the season. 

Barrow also wanted Ruth to continue pitching, but 

Babe, enjoying the notoriety his hitting was 

generating, often feigned exhaustion or a sore arm 

to avoid the mound. The two men argued about 

Ruth’s playing time for several weeks. Finally, after 

one heated exchange in early July of 1918, Ruth 

quit the team. He returned after a few days and, 

after renegotiating his contract with Frazee to 

include some hitting-related bonuses, patched up his 

disagreements with Barrow. 

 

“I don’t think a man can pitch in his regular turn, 

and play every other game at some other position, 

and keep that pace year after year,” Ruth said. “I 

can do it this season all right, and not feel it, for I 

am young and strong and don’t mind the work. But 

I wouldn’t guarantee to do it for many 

seasons.” [Baseball Magazine, October 1918] 

 

Ruth then began what is likely the greatest nine- or 

ten-week stretch of play in baseball history. From 

mid-July to early September 1918, Ruth pitched 

every fourth day, and played either left field, center 

field, or first base on the other days. Ruth’s double 

duty was not unique during the Deadball Era—a 

handful of players had done both—but his level of 

success was (and remains) unprecedented. In one 

10-game stretch at Fenway, Ruth hit .469 (15-for-

32) and slugged .969 with four singles, six doubles, 

and five triples. He was remarkably adept at first 

base, his favorite position. On the mound, he 

allowed more than two runs only once in his last ten 

starts. The Colossus, as Babe was known in Boston, 

maintained his status as a top pitcher while 

simultaneously becoming the game’s greatest hitter. 

 

Ruth’s performance led the Red Sox to the 

American League pennant, in a season cut short by 

the owners, partially because of dwindling 

attendance. All draft-age men were under 

government order to either enlist or take war-related 
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employment—in shipyards or munitions factories, 

for example—which led to paltry turnouts of less 

than 1,000 for many afternoon games that summer. 

 

Ruth opened the World Series on September 5 

against the Chicago Cubs with a 1-0 shutout. He 

pitched well in Game Four, despite having bruised 

his left hand during some horseplay on the train 

back to Boston, and his double drove in what turned 

out to be the winning runs. Those performances, 

together with his extra-inning outing in 1916, gave 

Ruth a record of 29 2/3 consecutive scoreless World 

Series innings, one of the records Ruth always said 

he was most proud of. His streak was finally broken 

by Whitey Ford of the Yankees in the 1960s. 

While with the Red Sox, Ruth often arranged for 

busloads of orphans to visit his farm in Sudbury for 

a day-long picnic and ball game, making sure each 

kid left with a glove and autographed baseball. 

When the Red Sox were at home, Ruth would arrive 

at Fenway Park early on Saturday mornings to help 

the vendors—mostly boys in their early teens—bag 

peanuts for the upcoming week’s games. 

 

“He’d race with us to see who could bag the most,” 

recalled Tom Foley, who was 14 years old in 1918. 

(Ruth was barely out of his teens himself.) “He’d 

talk a blue streak the whole time, telling us to be 

good boys and play baseball, because there was 

good money in it. He thought that if we worked 

hard enough, we could be as good as he was. But 

we knew better than that. He’d stay about an hour. 

When we finished, he’d pull out a $20 bill and 

throw it on the table and say ‘Have a good time, 

kids.’ We’d split it up, and each go home with an 

extra half-dollar or dollar depending on how many 

of us were there. Babe Ruth was an angel to us.”   

[Allan Wood, telephone interviews with Tom Foley, 

1995 and 1997.] 

 

To management, however, Ruth was a headache. 

His continued inability—or outright refusal—to 

adhere to the team’s curfew earned him several 

suspensions and his non-stop salary demands 

infuriated Frazee. The Red Sox owner had spoken 

publicly about possibly trading Ruth before the 

1919 season, when Babe was holding out for double 

his existing salary and threatening to become a 

boxer. However, Ruth and Frazee came to terms 

and the Babe’s hitting made headlines across the 

country all season long. He played 111 games in left 

field, belted a record 29 home runs, and led the 

major leagues in slugging percentage (.657), on-

base percentage (.456), runs scored (103), RBIs 

(114), and total bases (284). He also drove in or 

scored one-third of Boston’s runs. But while Ruth 

also won nine games on the mound, the rest of the 

staff fell victim to injuries and the defending 

champs finished in the second division with a 66-71 

record. 

 

The sale of Ruth to the Yankees was announced 

after New Year’s 1920 and although it was big 

news, public opinion in Boston was divided. Many 

fans were aghast that such a talent would be cast 

off, while others, including many former players, 

insisted that a cohesive team (as opposed to one 

egomaniac plus everyone else) was the key to 

success. 

 

“[T]here is no getting away from the fact that 

despite his 29 home runs, the Red Sox finished sixth 

last year,” Frazee said. “What the Boston fans want, 

I take it, and what I want because they want it, is a 

winning team, rather than a one-man team that 

finishes in sixth place.” Frazee also called Ruth’s 

home runs “more spectacular than useful.” 

 

 
 

He also intimated that the Yankees were taking a 

gamble on Ruth. It was a statement he would be 

later ridiculed for, but at the time the Yankees felt 

the same way. The amount paid ($100,000) was 

astronomical, Ruth ate and drank excessively, 

frequented prostitutes, and had been involved in 

several car accidents. It would have surprised no 

one if, for whatever reason, Ruth was out of 

baseball in a year or two. 
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Amidst this speculation over his future, on February 

28, 1920, Babe Ruth left Boston and boarded a train 

for New York. He was still just 25 years old. 

 

Babe Ruth arrived in New York City at the best 

possible time for his outsized hitting and hedonistic 

lifestyle. It was the Roaring Twenties, the Jazz Age, 

a time of individualism, more progressive social and 

sexual attitudes, and a greater emphasis on the 

pursuit of pleasure. (Prohibition, instituted in 1920, 

had no effect whatsoever.) Sportswriter Westbrook 

Pegler called it “the Era of Wonderful Nonsense.” 

 

It was also a time when “trick pitches” – the 

emeryball, the spitter, and various ways of scuffing 

the ball—were outlawed. Both leagues began using 

a better quality (i.e., livelier) baseball. Ruth 

thrived—and over time, so did the players in both 

leagues. 

 

The Babe got off to a slow start in 1920. He was in 

spring training for nearly three weeks before he 

crushed his first home run. Ruth also jumped into 

the stands to fight a fan who had called him “a big 

piece of cheese” (probably not a direct quote). 

While tracking a fly ball during an exhibition game 

in Miami, Ruth ran into a palm tree in center field 

and was knocked unconscious. 

 

After a disappointing April, in which he missed 

time due to a strained right knee, Ruth began May 

with home runs in consecutive games against the 

Red Sox. He went on to set a major league record 

for the month with 11 homers. That record lasted 

less than 30 days, when he smacked 13 long balls in 

June. He tied his own single-season record of 29 

home runs—set the previous year with Boston—on 

July 16. Two weeks later, he had 37. 

 

He finished the year with the unfathomable total of 

54 home runs. He outhomered 14 of the other 15 

major league teams. The AL runner-up was George 

Sisler, with 19; Cy Williams needed only 15 to top 

the National League. Ruth hit 14.6% of the 

American League’s 369 home runs. For Barry 

Bonds to outdistance his peers in 2001 (when he set 

a new single season mark of 73 home runs) as Ruth 

did in 1920, Bonds would have needed to hit 431 

homers. 

 

In addition to this stunning display of power, Ruth 

was fourth in batting average at .364. His slugging 

percentage of .847 stood for more than 80 years—

until Bonds reached .863 in 2001. 

 

Ruth’s arrival in New York began a stretch of 

offensive dominance the game will likely never see 

again. In the 12 seasons between 1920 and 1931, 

Ruth led the AL in slugging 11 times, home runs 10 

times, walks 9 times, on-base percentage 8 times, 

and runs scored 7 times. His batting average topped 

.350 eight times. In exactly half of those 12 seasons, 

he batted over .370. (Ruth once said that if he 

shortened his swing and tried to hit singles, he’d hit 

.600.) 

 

Ruth also starred in a short movie entitled Headin’ 

Home, which was filmed in Fort Lee, New Jersey. 

The plot, such as it was, starred Babe as a country 

bumpkin who makes good in big league ball—not 

exactly playing against type. According to Variety, 

“It couldn’t hold the interest of anyone for five 

seconds if it were not for the presence of” Ruth. 

Babe often returned to the Polo Grounds after a 

morning of filming still wearing his movie makeup 

and mascara, much to the annoyance of manager 

Miller Huggins. 

 

Ruth quickly became one of the most famous 

people in the country. On Yankees road trips, 

people with no interest in baseball traveled 

hundreds of miles to get a glimpse of the Babe. He 

was cheered wildly in every park—for rival fans, if 

Ruth smacked one out of the park, it hardly seemed 

to matter what the final score was. 

 

Sunday baseball became legal in New York in 1919 

and the fan base changed forever. Women and 

children came out regularly to the park. One of 

Ruth’s most enduring nicknames—the Bambino—

came from the Italian fans in the upper Manhattan 

neighborhood around the Polo Grounds. 

 

Everyone wanted to know as much about Ruth as 

possible. The New York papers (more than 15 

dailies) began devoting more and more space to the 

Babe’s exploits. Nothing was too trivial. According 

to sportswriter Tom Meany, if Ruth was seen 

“taking an aspirin, it was practically a scoop for the 

writer who saw him reach for the sedative.” 
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Marshall Hunt was hired by the Daily News to write 

about the Babe—and only the Babe—365 days a 

year. 

 

In the 1920s, giddy sportswriters were coming up 

with nicknames for Ruth nearly every day. His 

Boston nickname—the Colossus—morphed into the 

Colossus of Clout. From there, a seemingly 

endless—and often silly—list emerged: the Wizard 

of Wham, the Sultan of Swat, the Maharajah of 

Mash, the Rajah of Rap, the Caliph of Clout, the 

Behemoth of Bash, the Potentate of Pow, the Wali 

of Wallop, the Prince of Pounders, and on and on. 

 

His own name became a nickname, bestowed on 

someone who was the best in his or her field: the 

Babe Ruth of Surfing, the Babe Ruth of Bowling, 

the Babe Ruth of Poker. His teammates usually 

called him “Jidge” (for George). 

 

The Yankees finished the 1920 season in third place 

with a 95-59 record, only three games behind 

Cleveland. It was their best showing in 10 years. 

They followed that up in 1921 by winning 98 games 

and their first-ever pennant. And somehow Ruth 

may have actually had a better year at the plate than 

he did in 1920. His batting average improved 

slightly (.376 to .378), and while his OBP (.532 to 

.512) and slugging (.847 to .846) dipped slightly, he 

drove in 171 runs and hit a career-high 16 triples. 

(According to manager Huggins, Ruth was the 

second-fastest player on the team.) He also broke 

his own single-season home run record—for the 

third consecutive year—with 59. On July 18, Ruth 

became the game’s career home run leader, hitting 

his 139th homer, passing Roger Connor. Ruth also 

set new season records for runs scored (161), extra 

base hits (119), and total bases (457). 

 

Ruth also pitched in one game. He started on June 

13 and allowed four runs in five innings. He also hit 

two home runs that day and finished the game in 

center field as the Yankees won, 11-8. 

 

In September 1921, Ruth underwent three hours of 

tests at Columbia University to determine his 

athletic and psychological capabilities. Sportswriter 

Hugh Fullerton wrote up the findings for Popular 

Science Monthly: 

 

“The tests revealed the fact that Ruth is 90 per 

cent efficient compared with a human average 

of 60 per cent. That his eyes are about 12 per 

cent faster than those of the average human 

being. That his ears function at least 10 per 

cent faster than those of the ordinary man. 

That his nerves are steadier than those of 499 

out of 500 persons. That in attention and 

quickness of perception he rated one and a 

half times above the human average. That in 

intelligence, as demonstrated by the quickness 

and accuracy of understanding, he is 

approximately 10 per cent above normal.” 

 

The psychologists also discovered that Ruth did not 

breathe during his entire swing. They stated that if 

he kept breathing while swinging, he could generate 

even more power. 

 

The Yankees faced their co-tenants in the Polo 

Grounds, the New York Giants, in the 1921 World 

Series. Ruth cut his left arm (which then became 

infected) during a slide in the second game and 

wrenched his knee in the fifth game. Babe made 

only one pinch-hitting appearance in the final three 

contests. The Yankees won the first two games, but 

the Giants took the best-of-nine series, five games 

to three. 

 

After the World Series, Ruth and some other 

Yankees went on a barnstorming tour to earn extra 

money. This was in violation of the National 

Commission’s 1911 edict that players on the two 

pennant-winning teams could not barnstorm after 

the World Series—enacted, perhaps, to preserve the 

integrity of the World Series or to limit the players’ 

total income. Kenesaw Mountain Landis, newly 

installed as the game’s first commissioner, 

suspended Ruth and fellow outfielder Bob Meusel 

for the first six weeks of the season, and fined them 

each $3,362—the amount of their 1921 World 

Series share). 

 

When Ruth returned to the lineup on May 20, he 

was also named as the team’s captain, succeeding 

Hal Chase (1912) and Roger Peckinpaugh (1914-

21). The honor lasted less than one week. Ruth was 

again slow to get his bat started and after five 

games, he was hitting .093 and being booed. 

 

On May 25, he was thrown out trying to stretch a 
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single into a double and, furious at the call, threw 

dirt in umpire George Hildebrand’s face. On his 

way towards the dugout, he spied a heckler and 

jumped into the stands, ready to fight. The fan ran 

away and Ruth ended up standing on the dugout 

roof, screaming, “Come on down and fight! Anyone 

who wants to fight, come down on the field!” Ruth 

was fined $200 and was replaced as captain by 

shortstop Everett Scott. 

 

Babe was suspended for three days in mid-June for 

his part in an obscenity-laced tirade against umpire 

Bill Dinneen. When Ruth got the news the 

following day, he challenged Dinneen to a fist 

fight—and the suspension was increased to five 

days. In the wake of the suspensions, Ruth made an 

effort to check his temper. On June 26, as some of 

his teammates argued with Dinneen, Babe merely 

sat down in the outfield grass and watched. 

Ruth played in only 110 games in 1922. His batting 

average dropped to .315, but he led the league with 

a .672 slugging percentage and his OBP of .434 was 

fourth best. 

 

The Yankees and the Giants met in the World 

Series for the second straight year. After a three-

year experiment as a best-of-nine, the series was 

back to being a best-of-seven, where it has 

remained to the present day. The Giants swept the 

Yankees in five games (Game Two ended in a tie 

due to darkness). Ruth went 2-for-17. 

 

The Yankees left the Polo Grounds and began 1923 

in their own ballpark, directly across the Harlem 

River in the borough of the Bronx. Yankee Stadium 

was dubbed the House that Ruth Built, but with its 

short right field porch, a more appropriate title 

might be the House Built for Ruth. Babe returned to 

his battering ways with a vengeance. He hit .393—

if only four of his 317 outs had fallen for hits, he 

would have batted .400—and hit 41 home runs. 

Harry Heilmann of the Tigers led the AL with a 

.403 average. 

 

The Yankees won their third straight pennant, 

finishing 16 games ahead of the Tigers. And for the 

third straight year, the World Series was an all-New 

York affair. This time, it was the Yankees, after 

losing two of the first three games, who prevailed. 

Ruth went 7-for-19 in the series, with three home 

runs. However, all three came at the Polo Grounds. 

Giants’ outfielder Casey Stengel hit the first World 

Series home run at Yankee Stadium. 

 

Ruth won his only batting title in 1924, easily 

topping the AL at .378—almost 20 points higher 

than Charlie Jamieson’s .359. Babe hit 46 home 

runs and finished second with 121 RBIs. His .739 

slugging percentage was more than 200 points 

higher than runner-ups Harry Heilmann and Ken 

Williams (both at .533). However, the Yankees 

finished in second place, two games behind the 

Washington Senators. 

 

In 1925, the Yankees fell all the way to seventh, 69-

85, 28 1/2 games out of first place. It was a bad year 

from the start. Ruth showed up for spring training at 

256 pounds and went on to have the worst year of 

his career. He hit .290/.393/.543 (batting/on-

base/slugging), with 25 home runs and a paltry 66 

RBIs. This was also when Ruth suffered the famed 

“Bellyache Heard ‘Round the World”. Ruth fell ill 

during the team’s spring training exhibition tour. 

The initial story was that Ruth had eaten too many 

hot dogs, and the New York Evening Journal ran a 

photo of Ruth with 12 numbered franks 

superimposed on his stomach. 

 

It was clearly more serious than indigestion. On 

April 17, Ruth had minor surgery for what doctors 

termed an “intestinal abscess”. Several teammates 

hinted it might have been a sexually-transmitted 

disease; one teammate said it wasn’t a bellyache, “it 

was something a bit lower”. 

 

Whatever it was, it didn’t cramp Ruth’s style. Babe 

was staying out all night more often than not and by 

the end of the season, he was a physical wreck. In 

mid-December, Ruth realized if he wanted to 

continue playing ball into his thirties, he needed to 

do something different. He showed up at Artie 

McGovern’s gymnasium on East 42nd Street in 

Manhattan, a well-known gym used by New York’s 

rich and famous. 

 

Ruth committed himself to McGovern’s strict 

regimen of exercise, diet, and rest. Six weeks later, 

by the time he was ready to head south for spring 

training, Ruth had lost 44 pounds and shed almost 

nine inches from his waistline. 

 

The Babe still had plenty of fun, obviously, but he 
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never let himself get seriously out of shape again. 

As Robert Creamer wrote in Babe: The Legend 

Comes to Life, “From 1926 through 1931, as he 

aged from thirty-two to thirty-seven, Ruth put on 

the finest sustained display of hitting that baseball 

has ever seen. During those six seasons, he 

averaged 50 home runs a year, 155 runs batted in 

and 147 runs scored; he batted .354. … From the 

ashes of 1925, Babe Ruth rose like a rocket.” 

 

As Ruth rose, so did the Yankees. The Bombers 

went from seventh place to first, winning 91 games 

and the 1926 pennant. Ruth batted .372/.516/.737, 

with 47 home runs (runner-up Al Simmons had 19), 

and drove in 155 (41 more than his nearest 

challenger). The Yankees were also boosted by the 

great play of two rookie infielders: second baseman 

Tony Lazzeri and shortstop Mark Koenig. First 

baseman Lou Gehrig, in his second full season at 

age 22, led the league with 20 triples and 83 extra-

base hits—one more than Ruth. 

 

 
 

In Game Four of the World Series against the St. 

Louis Cardinals, Ruth belted three home runs. It 

was the first time he had ever hit three in one 

game—and it was the first time that had been done 

in a World Series game. This was also the game 

before which Ruth allegedly promised to hit a home 

run for 11-year-old hospital patient Johnny 

Sylvester. 

 

The 1926 Series came down to a deciding seventh 

game at Yankee Stadium. New York trailed 3-2 in 

the bottom of the ninth inning, when Ruth walked 

with two outs. Bob Meusel was facing Grover 

Cleveland Alexander when Ruth took off for 

second. He was thrown out trying to steal—ending 

the game and the World Series. 

 

The 1927 Yankees are often talked about as the 

greatest team in baseball history. New York 

finished with a 110-44 record, winning the league 

by a whopping 19 games and sweeping the 

Pittsburgh Pirates in the World Series. They scored 

975 runs, 130 more than second-best Detroit. 

 

Ruth’s fabled 60 home runs—which he had become 

obsessed with since hitting 59 six years earlier—

captured the headlines, but Gehrig, at age 24, had a 

better season. He outhit Ruth (.373 to .356) and 

nearly matched him in on-base percentage (.474 to 

.486), and slugging (.765 to.772). Gehrig had more 

extra base hits (117 to 97), total bases (447 to 417), 

and RBIs (175 to 164). He also led the league in 

doubles, was second in triples, second in home runs, 

second in hits, and third in batting average. 

 

The Yankees won 13 fewer games in 1928, but their 

101-53 record was still good enough for a third 

straight pennant. Ruth batted only .323, but his 54 

home runs helped him lead the major leagues in 

slugging at .709. He and Lou Gehrig each drove in 

142 runs. The Yankees used only three pitchers as 

they swept the Cardinals in the World Series. Ruth 

batted .625 (10-for-16), with three doubles, three 

home runs, and a 1.375 slugging percentage. Gehrig 

hit .545 (6-for-11) and slugged 1.727. 

 

In January 1929, Babe’s first wife, Helen, died in a 

house fire in Watertown Massachusetts. At the time, 

Helen was living with Edward Kinder, a dentist, and 

while the deed on the house listed Helen and Kinder 

as husband and wife, they were not, in fact, married. 

(Babe and Helen had never officially divorced.) 

Ruth was devastated by the news. At the funeral, he 

wept uncontrollably. 
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Babe married Claire Hodgson on April 17. The 

following day, the Yankees—with numbers on the 

back of their uniforms for the first time—opened 

the season against the Red Sox. Babe, wearing his 

new #3, whacked a first-inning home run to left 

field and doffed his cap to Claire as he rounded the 

bases. 

 

On August 11 in Cleveland, Ruth hit the 500th 

home run of his career. The New York World called 

it “a symbol of American greatness”. The man who 

retrieved the homer got two signed baseballs and, 

after posing for a photo with Ruth, the Babe slipped 

him a $20 bill. 

 

Miller Huggins passed away suddenly near the end 

of the 1929 season—and Babe lobbied for the 

manager’s job for 1930. (Ruth would drop hints 

about wanting to manage for the next four years, but 

the Yankees never seriously considered it.) Ruth 

also asked for his salary to be increased to 

$100,000—this coming a few months after Black 

Tuesday and the start of what became the Great 

Depression. He ended up signing a two-year deal 

for $80,000 per season. With exhibition game 

receipts, movie shorts, personal appearances, and 

endorsements, Ruth probably earned close to 

$200,000 in 1930. 

 

By the end of June 1930, Ruth was ahead of his 60-

homer pace of 1927, but injuries slowed him down 

and he finished with 49. 

 

The Yankees were an offensive juggernaut. In both 

1930 and 1931, they scored more than 1,000 runs—

an average of nearly seven runs per game. But it 

was the Philadelphia Athletics who won the pennant 

in 1929, 1930, and 1931 behind the big bats of 

Jimmie Foxx and Al Simmons and the pitching of 

Lefty Grove. 

 

In 1931, at age 36, Ruth had one of his finest 

seasons. He hit .373/.495/.700, with 46 home runs, 

163 RBIs, 128 walks and 149 runs scored. 

 

Ruth made his final trip to the World Series in 

1932. Amazingly, in the seven-year reign of Ruth 

and Gehrig from 1929-1935, the Yankees won only 

one pennant. Gehrig (.349/.451/.621, 34 HR, 151 

RBI) and Ruth (.341/.489/.661, 41 HR, 137 RBI) 

were ably assisted by Lazzeri, Bill Dickey, Ben 

Chapman and Earl Coombs. However, it was 

Jimmie Foxx of the A’s who led the league in home 

runs (58). 

 

The Yankees swept the Chicago Cubs in the 1932 

World Series, giving them wins in 12 straight 

World Series games. It was during the third game—

October 1 at Wrigley Field—that Ruth added to his 

legend. The game was tied 4-4 when Ruth stepped 

in against Cubs starter Charlie Root with one out in 

the fifth inning. Ruth had already homered in his 

first at-bat and the Cubs’ bench-jockeying was at a 

fever pitch. 

 

Everyone agrees that as Root threw two called 

strikes to Ruth, the Babe held up one and two 

fingers. What exactly happened before Root threw 

his 2-2 pitch will never be definitively known. The 

legend says Ruth pointed, perhaps with his bat, 

towards the center field bleachers, indicating that 

was where he was going to hit the next pitch. Or he 

may have been saying “I’ve still got one strike left.” 

 

Either way, Ruth swung and belted the ball to deep 

center field—one of the longest home runs seen at 

Wrigley—for his second home run of the afternoon. 

He laughed as he jogged around the bases, pointing 

and jeering at the Cubs dugout. 

 

Of the many game stories written that afternoon, 

only one mentioned Ruth “calling his shot”. Within 

two or three days, however, writers who had 

initially made no reference to Ruth’s theatrics were 

offering their own recollections. And thus a legend 

was born. A 16mm home movie of the at-bat 

surfaced in 1999. The grainy film does show Ruth 

pointing his arm, but it’s impossible to determine 

exactly what he is doing. 

 

Root maintained that Ruth “did not point at the 

fence before he swung. If he had made a gesture 

like that, he would have ended up on his ass.” As 

for the Babe, when asked whether he had really 

pointed to the bleachers, he smiled and said, “It’s in 

the papers, isn’t it?” 

 

It was Ruth’s last trip to the World Series. He 

played on seven World Series champions: four with 

the Yankees (1923, 1927-1928, 1932), and three 

with the Red Sox (1915-1916, 1918). He was also 
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on the losing side of three World Series teams with 

New York (1921, 1922, 1926). 

 

1933 was Ruth’s 20th season in major league 

baseball. He batted only .301 with 34 home runs, 

though he still led the league in walks. One of the 

season’s highlights was the inaugural All-Star 

Game, played at Comiskey Field in Chicago. Ruth 

hit the game’s first home run. He also robbed Chick 

Hafey of a home run in the eighth inning, to 

preserve the AL’s 4-2 win. 

 

The Yankees finished seven games behind the 

Senators and, in an effort to boost attendance for the 

last home game of the year, announced that Ruth 

would pitch against the Red Sox. The 39-year-old 

outfielder held the Red Sox without a run for five 

innings. With a 6-0 lead, he stumbled in the sixth, 

allowing a walk, five singles, and four runs. He 

gave up another run in the eighth, but hung on and 

won the complete game, 6-5. Although Ruth had 

prepared for the start, it took a toll on his arm. He 

couldn’t so much as comb his hair with his left arm 

for about a week. 

 

Ruth took a $17,000 pay cut in 1934. His $35,000 

contract was still the highest in the game, but it was 

his lowest salary since 1921. On July 13, in Detroit, 

Babe hit his 700th career home run. Three days 

later, he drew his 2,000th walk. 

 

In August, during the Yankees’ last trip at Fenway, 

a record crowd of 48,000 turned out, assuming it 

would be Ruth’s last appearance in Boston. The 

fans cheered everything Ruth did. When he 

grounded out in his final at-bat, he was given a 

long, standing ovation. “Do you know that some of 

them cried when I left the field?” Ruth said 

afterwards. “And if you wanna know the truth, I 

cried too.” 

 

On the other hand, for what was rumored to be his 

final home game in a Yankees uniform, only 2,000 

fans showed up. Babe played only one inning, being 

replaced by a pinch-runner after drawing a walk. He 

ended the year with a .288 batting average. 

 

During the off-season, Ruth agreed to travel with an 

all-star team to Japan. In arranging for a passport, 

he discovered that his date of birth was February 6, 

1895. He had always believed he was born on 

February 7, 1894. He was actually a year younger 

than he had thought. 

 

Yankees owner Jacob Ruppert, not wanting Ruth to 

return in any capacity in 1935, worked out a secret 

deal with Boston Braves owner Emil Fuchs. Fuchs 

would offer Ruth a contract that included the titles 

of “assistant manager” and “vice president”. Ruth 

loved the idea and when he informed Ruppert, the 

Yankee owner said he wouldn’t stand in Ruth’s 

way. At spring training in 1935, Ruth learned that 

the Yankees had already assigned his #3 to George 

Selkirk. They were also using his locker to store 

firewood. 

 

Ruth ended up playing in 28 games for the Braves, 

batting .181. The one bright spot came on May 25 

in Pittsburgh. Ruth belted the final three home runs 

of his career, and drove in six runs. Career home 

run #714 disappeared over the right field roof—the 

longest home run ever hit at Forbes Field. 

 

Many of the hitting records Ruth once held have 

been broken, but what cements Babe’s status as the 

best to ever play the game is the combination of 

hitting for average, hitting with power, and his work 

on the mound. In addition to his batting exploits, 

Ruth also pitched in 163 games, with a record of 

94-46 and a career ERA of 2.28. For 71 years, he 

was also the unlikely answer to a great trivia 

question: Who is the only major leaguer to pitch in 

at least 10 seasons and have a winning record in all 

of them? Ruth had winning records in 10 seasons: 

1914-1921, 1930 and 1933. Andy Pettitte  now 

holds the record at 12 seasons (1995-2006). 

 

Ruth retired to a life of golf, fishing, bowling, and 

public appearances. In November 1946, he checked 

into French Hospital on 29th Street in Manhattan, 

complaining of headaches and pain above his left 

eye. It was cancer, though the newspapers never 

printed the word. 

 

Babe Ruth Day was held at Yankee Stadium (and 

every other major league park) the following April. 

A crowd of 58,339 was there and many of them, 

players as well as fans, were shocked at how frail 

and shrunken the mighty Babe had become. 

 

Ruth returned to the Bronx one more time, on June 

13, 1948. Yankee Stadium was celebrating its 25th 
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anniversary and Babe’s #3 was being retired. Ruth 

was back in the hospital 11 days later. The cancer 

had spread to his liver, lungs, and kidneys. He knew 

he was dying. 

 

Babe Ruth died 

at 8:01 p.m. on 

August 16, 

1948. He was 53 

years old. He is 

buried at the 

Gate of Heaven 

Cemetery in 

Valhalla, New 

York, next to his 

second wife 

Claire, who died 

in 1976. 

 

Leigh Montville, author of The Big Bam, called 

Ruth "the patron saint of American possibility". 

Ruth's obituary in the New York Times concluded: 

"Probably nowhere in all the imaginative field of 

fiction could one find a career more dramatic and 

bizarre than that portrayed in real life by George 

Herman Ruth." 
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