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“Babe Ruth: Changing Baseball and Changing America”
By Michael Duffy

"For more than any other man, Babe Ruth transcended sports, moved far beyond the artificial
limits of baselines and outfield fences and sports pages."

— Robert Creamer from Babe: The Legend Comes to Life

       George Herman “Babe” Ruth (February 6, 1895-August 16, 1948) played professional 

baseball from 1914 to 1935.  His rags to riches story is a spectacular example of fulfilling the 

American Dream; Ruth exemplified the principle that anyone in America could succeed; he 

inspired and motivated many during the years that he played and after, even to this day.  Ruth led

the way for a new and expanded role for professional sports and athletes -- as celebrities and key 

players in American culture and the economy.  He established a new kind of celebrity, beyond 

the famous political or business leaders of the time.   He set a precedent for democratic, equal-

opportunity success.  Ethnic origin, family background, education, and wealth were not 

important; instead, ability and performance mattered.  Ruth helped lay a foundation for any 

“performer” -- regardless of ethnic, financial, or other origin -- to participate in the national 

myth.  In contemporary America, this multicultural participation is common and expected 

throughout sports and society.   

Very few American citizens have so perfectly -- and publicly -- achieved the American 

Dream.  Ruth was a shining example of what can be accomplished when there is equal 

opportunity to achieve success and prosperity through hard work, determination, and initiative.  

Ruth was a star, and a perfect hero for the time period.  He rose to fame against a backdrop of a 

nation, which was undergoing great changes and facing much adversity.   “Ruth’s life story 

comforted and reassured those who feared that the United States was no longer a nation in which



a poor boy could rise from lowly origins to fame and fortune” (Rader, 123).1  He played during 

the turmoil of American involvement in World War I, through the Roaring 20’s, Prohibition and 

the crash of the stock market. He was the grandson of immigrants, born with no social or 

financial advantages.  Ruth’s family background, upbringing, and personality made his success 

in this time of social turmoil in America even that much more important and allowed him to 

become the hero that Americans desperately needed.  

 The promise of the American Dream drew millions of immigrants to the United States 

during the 19th and early 20th centuries.  Ruth’s Irish and German grandparents were among a 

huge wave of immigrants entering the United States between 1815 and 1865.  Between 1880 and

1954, a time of rapid industrialization and urbanization in America, more than 30 million 

additional people emigrated.  The result was described as a melting pot population -- with 

different cultures, languages, and ethnicities – combining to form the United States.2  However, 

the dream did not work out for many.  Immigrants arrived seeking freedoms, an opportunity for 

prosperity and success, along with upward social mobility for their families and children.  

Instead, many immigrants arrived to face extreme hardships, poverty and discrimination.  

Additionally, cultural and language differences made assimilation even more difficult.  

However, as Ruth arrived on the scene, baseball had become a common interest; playing 

and following baseball helped people connect and assimilate.   Americans of different ethnic 

backgrounds and across all levels of society could relate to the game.  Baseball was a core 

component in society: “nothing more than baseball spoke to and of the nation. That baseball and 

America were, by the early part of the twentieth century, gloriously entangled was summed up 

by Albert Spalding in 1911 when he concluded that the connection was obvious: it was like 

saying two plus two equals four’” (Nathanson, 24).3    Baseball provided a view to better 

1� Rader, Benjamin G. Baseball: A History of America's Game. Urbana: U of Illinois, 1992. Print.

2� "U.S. Immigration Before 1965." History.com. A&E Television Networks, 2009. Web. 03 Nov. 2015.

3� Nathanson, Mitchell. A People's History of Baseball. Urbana: U of Illinois, 2012. Print.



understand American culture, and people bonded over playing and watching the game.  From the

game’s onset, players were somewhat ethnically, although not racially, diverse.  Ruth never 

really treated his own ethnic background as an issue, and it was not a big deal to his fans.  

Instead of any ethnic or social profile, Ruth’s abilities transcended other characteristics, which 

shaped his popularity, his influence and his legacy.    

The game of baseball itself reflects core American values, in terms of (somewhat) equal 

opportunity for talented athletes, as well as success through individual as well as group 

achievement.  Baseball made room for multiple sorts -- and sizes -- of people; it did not handpick

athletes.   Such links led baseball directly into the hearts of Americans, as it became identified as 

the American Pastime in 1856.  Walt Whitman, one of the greatest American poets, wrote and 

celebrated American culture and values.  When he weighed in on baseball he stated: “Well it’s 

our game; that’s the chief fact in connection with it. It has the snap, go, fling of the American 

atmosphere; it belongs as much to our institutions, fits into them as significantly as our 

Constitutional laws; it is just as important in the sum total of our historic life.”4  As Babe Ruth 

excelled at the game like no one else before him, he captured the attention and hearts of 

America.  He elevated the role of baseball -- and the image of athletic star performers -- to new 

heights.  

 George Herman Ruth Jr. was born on February 6, 1895 in Baltimore, Maryland. 

Although Ruth came to represent America’s greatness and passion for living life to the fullest, 

his early life was far from privileged.  Ruth’s parents were hard working people, leaving them 

little time for the family and raising the children.  Ruth was unruly as a child; so, when he turned 

seven, his parents sent him to a stricter environment: St. Mary’s Industrial School for Boys, run 

by Catholic monks.  This disciplined atmosphere helped shape Ruth. Not only did he learn 

occupational skills, but developed a passion and love for the game of baseball – like countless 

4� Light, Jonathan Fraser. The Cultural Encyclopedia of Baseball. 2nd ed. Jefferson, North Carolina: McFarland, 1997.



Americans before him.  Brother Matthias, who became a father figure for Ruth, was one of the 

monks at the school.  He helped Ruth refine his baseball skills, working with him on hitting, 

fielding and pitching.  At the age of 19, Ruth had improved so much that Brother Matthias 

invited Jack Dunn (owner of the Baltimore Orioles) to watch Ruth play. Dunn offered Ruth a 

contract in February of 1914. Dunn had to become George’s legal guardian in order to complete 

the contract. Subsequently, the Orioles players referred to him as “Jack’s newest babe,” and thus 

the name Babe Ruth was born.5

Babe Ruth became a star player unlike anyone ever seen before.   His rise to stardom 

began as a pitcher for the Boston Red Sox after being sold by the Baltimore Orioles.  On 

December 26, 1919, Babe was sold to the New York Yankees, and the fate of the two franchises,

as well as all of baseball, changed [See Figure 6].   As a Yankee, Babe transitioned into a full-

time outfielder.  He dominated the game, amassing numbers that were unprecedented by 

combining extreme power and consistency at the plate and in the field.  In 1920 (his first year 

with the New York Yankees), he led the league in home runs (54), runs batted in (135), and 

slugging percentage (.847). In that season, no other player hit more than 19 and only one team hit

more homeruns than Ruth did individually.  Ruth became a superstar and enjoyed popularity 

previously unheard of in professional baseball. Ruth catapulted the Yankees into the most 

recognizable and dominant team in baseball (and, in some senses, all of sports). The Yankees 

moved to a new stadium in 1923, which was subsequently dubbed “The House that Ruth Built” 

to celebrate the success of the hitting great.  Prior to Ruth joining the Yankees, the team had 

never won a title of any kind. Ruth subsequently helped the Yankees capture seven pennants and 

four World Series titles. At his retirement in 1935, he held 56 major league records, including the

most esteemed record in baseball, 714 home runs [See Figure 1 and 2].6  The Hall of Fame was 

5� "Babe Ruth Central." Babe Ruth Central. Accessed September 8, 2015.

6� "Babe Ruth." Baseball-Reference.com. Accessed November 25, 2015. 



inaugurated in 1936 and Ruth was elected as one of its first five inductees.7  Ruth went from 

being a troubled child, to the face of the New York Yankees and, in some sense, all of baseball. 

       Still, Ruth’s success and influence went way beyond his personal accomplishments in 

baseball. His dominance and competitive success pushed both him and professional baseball to 

the forefront -- elevating the role and profitability of baseball in American society.  Major league

teams barely broke even for the early history of baseball, but, with Ruth, came the realization 

that star players were seen as larger than life by their fans, and their status could be used to not 

only break even, but also make huge profits.  Ruth helped change baseball from a grind-it-out 

style to one of power and high-scoring games.  Ruth brought on a new era of social life by 

bringing together fans of baseball and those that were previously non-fans. During his time in the

league, Major League Baseball attendance reached an all-time high.  Ruth became a sort of 

“national curiosity” – with the public falling in love with his larger than life persona and power 

on and off the field: “each day, millions turned to the sports pages of their newspaper to see 

whether Ruth had hit another home run” (Rader, 131).  Ruth helped to transform baseball from a 

game to a major force and financial player in the modern entertainment industry.   

Ruth defined a new position of an athlete as a celebrity, a star and hero, with huge 

financial implications for Ruth and players in the future.  Before Ruth, the salaries of players, for

the most part, were not enough to subsidize life, and most baseball players needed to work a 

second job in order to survive.   In 1914, when Ruth entered the MLB, the largest contracts were 

for $15,000 – owned by Ty Cobb and Tris Speaker. In 1922, just eight years later, that number 

almost tripled with Ruth earning $52,000 (the year before the highest contract was $25,000).  In 

the height of Babe Ruth’s career, he was earning $80,000 from the New York Yankees, and 

MLB contracts changed forever [See Figure 5].  Ruth changed sports, initiating a new system of 

high salaries and insane revenue for the franchises and the whole league.   Ruth made baseball 

7� "Biography." Babe Ruth. Accessed November 25, 2015. 



exciting -- more and more people attended and followed the game.  Because of this, baseball had 

more financial upside and shifted from just a game to one of the most profitable businesses in the

world.8 

Ruth went from having no money to making a huge Major League salary. He lived large 

and publicly with his newfound wealth – gaining a reputation as being a partier, jokester, and 

clown.  People were drawn to his liveliness, easy-going attitude and generosity.  Everything 

about Ruth was astonishing – his size, strength, coordination, and appetite for success.  Babe 

Ruth’s image was often plagued by “bad” behavior; he was known for his excesses -- eating, 

drinking, womanizing, and partying.  However, at the same time his actions were embraced and 

accepted. 

In fact, due to his image and popularity, Ruth received numerous product endorsements 

and made many personal appearances.   Ruth opened the door for athletes to become the faces of 

products and use their brand on and off the field to make money.  Basically, the first baseball 

agent, Christy Walsh, helped market Ruth’s image both during and after his career ended.   Ruth 

and Walsh changed the face of players’ potential earning and negotiations.  Walsh was an 

ambitious person, who created a highly successful syndicate of ghostwriters for baseball’s 

biggest stars (including Ruth).  He represented many of the major baseball figures in the Golden 

Age of the sport including: Babe Ruth, Lou Gehrig, Knute Rockne, John McGraw, and Ty Cobb.

Walsh was a pioneer in the public relations field.9   

 Ruth signed, with the help of Walsh, onto a vaudeville tour in 1921, capitalizing on a 

record-breaking season.  It paid Ruth three thousand dollars weekly.  Walsh also associated his 

client with countless other endorsement deals including: hunting and fishing equipment, modish 

men’s wear, Big League bubble gum, alligator shoes, baseball gear, and sporty automobiles – all 

8� Haupert, Michael. "MLB's Annual Salary Leaders, 1874-2012." Baseball Research Journal 40, no. 2 (2012).

9� "Christy Walsh — Baseball’s First Agent." Books on Baseball RSS. N.p., 4 Aug. 2010. Web. 03 Nov. 2015.



products for the man’s man [See Figure 3]. Ruth, since he was always depicted as a heavy 

drinker and partier, received major sponsorships from alcohol, cigar and cigarette brands [See 

Figure 4].   He also received anywhere between two hundred fifty dollars and ten thousand 

dollars for appearances at banquets, grand openings, smokers, boxing and wrestling matches, and

celebrity golf tournaments.10 Walsh helped Ruth earn, save, and put away money for the future.11

Ruth also heavily influenced the role and power of professional athletes in American 

culture. He was a trendsetter and carried himself well and brought people to see new aspects of 

life.  Babe Ruth created the image of a celebrity athlete: “None of [the other baseball giants] 

occupies a place equal to that of Babe Ruth. Ruth pushes aside all contenders; he is the Paul 

Bunyan of baseball history” (Rader, 123).12  He had the courage to talk to average people and 

redefined the meaning of “jock” by becoming more than just the legend on the field but also a 

citizen that others could look up to.   He rarely took his fame and fortune for granted. He gave 

back to the community especially to children – who were his biggest fans.  One legendary 

example involved young John Dale Sylvester, in 1926, who was suffering from a serious 

infection of the forehead caused by a kick from a horse. Sylvester did not die from the infection, 

but he told his father that he wished he could see Ruth hit a homerun before he died. His family 

sent a telegram to the New York Yankees; in return the family was sent a package containing 

two baseballs with one containing a note from Ruth himself -- “I’ll knock a homer for you on 

Wednesday.” As promised, Ruth not only hit one homerun, but also smacked three out of the 

ballpark.13  Ruth was a role model for generosity to young fans.  His mentality set the stage for 

the widespread activities today conducted by athletes who give back to children via major 

organizations and events.  

10 � Doyle, Jack. "“Babe Ruth & Tobacco”." The Pop History Dig. September 25, 2010. Accessed September 8, 2015.

11�Rader, Benjamin G. Baseball: A History of America's Game. Urbana: U of Illinois, 1992. Print.

12� Rader, Benjamin G. Baseball: A History of America's Game. Urbana: U of Illinois, 1992. Print.

13� "Sick Boy Promised Ruth Homer Dies at 74." Los Angeles Times. January 11, 1990. Accessed November 25, 2015. 



Along with Ruth’s incredible athletic ability, the intensity of Ruth’s popularity and 

influence was also shaped by the key historical factors of the 1920’s and 30’s.  He was a young, 

standout player as baseball became a visible symbol of American democracy during World War I

and afterward.   During that tumultuous time period, baseball was promoted as more than just a 

game, but also a way of bringing people together, showing patriotism, and helping people escape

from the depressing realities of the time. National League president John K. Tener in May of 

1918 tried to turn public opinion in favor of keeping baseball operating during the war:

“This is a war of democracy against bureaucracy. And I tell you that baseball is the very
  watchword of democracy. There is no other sport or business or anything under heaven, 
which exerts the leveling influence that baseball does. Neither the public school nor the 
church can approach it.  Baseball is unique.  England is a democratic country, but it lacks 
the finishing touch of baseball.” (Light, 1022)14

Baseball, though seen by the US government as a distraction from the war effort, was a welcome

diversion from the horrors of the war. Baseball was the nation’s pastime and unified the country 

– it continued to be popular even during the War — especially with the troops.  They followed 

baseball to remind them of home and give them a connection to what was somewhat lost fighting

in the war.15 Though Ruth registered to be drafted, like many other players, his number was not 

called.  However, Major League Baseball and the players made other contributions.   Players and

owners donated money to the war effort and gave baseball gear to the soldiers for them to play 

during time off.  The Major Leagues established a “Bat and Ball Fund” and rose close to 

$100,000 for equipment to be sent overseas. In addition to this, in 1918, Clubs donated a 

percentage of each week’s profits to the Red Cross.  Along with this support to the war effort, 

baseball helped keep stateside spirits and patriotism high.16 

Babe Ruth was a perfect fit for the post-War media, technology and attitudes [See Figure 

7].  Mass media (radio and newspapers) was increasingly accessible and followed by the 

14� Light, Jonathan Fraser. The Cultural Encyclopedia of Baseball. 2nd ed. Jefferson, North Carolina: McFarland, 1997.

15�Light, Jonathan Fraser. The Cultural Encyclopedia of Baseball. 2nd ed. Jefferson, North Carolina: McFarland, 1997.

16� “1918 All Work or Fight and No Play.” Baseball History in 1918: All Work or Fight and No Play. 1918. Accessed September 20, 2015



American public.  Babe Ruth was a dream for the media -- from his athletic performance and 

high profile, antics to his generosity with children.  Much of his influence could be attributed to 

having his most successful years during the “Roaring 20′s” (a time when many people defied 

Prohibition, embraced new, liberal styles of dancing and dressing, and rejected many traditional 

moral standards).  Citizens were drawn to new freedoms, excess, and the lavishness of the time.

  Ruth represented every working person’s dream. From growing up on the streets of Baltimore 

to being the biggest celebrity in America, he lived the rags-to-riches fantasy.  He was a huge 

source of entertainment, hope and inspiration.  

~~~~

Ruth laid a foundation for individual “performers” -- outside of politics and business -- to

have major roles and influence in contemporary America.  Ruth’s success set a precedent (with 

huge public recognition and acceptance) that ethnic origin; family background, education, and 

wealth of the individual were not significant. Instead, ability and performance were chiefly 

important.  Despite the promises of the American Dream, America was not a land of equal 

opportunity during Ruth’s career.  Huge hurdles existed, including ethnic and racial 

discrimination.   Ruth seemed to overcome all the barriers; he was a superstar performer first, 

and everything else was secondary.  The breaking of these barriers set the stage for democratized

success in baseball, as well as other fields dependent upon talent and performance. Although it 

took 12 years after Ruth retired, this democratization finally extended to race with the signing of 

Jackie Robinson in 1947 by the Brooklyn Dodgers [See Figure 8]. Today, the multi-

racial/ethnic/cultural nature of baseball and other professional sports is commonplace.   The 

focus is not on the background of the athlete, but on the performance and personality of the 

individual.  The diversity of players in baseball roughly reflects ethnic and racial percentages of 

the general population in America today.  And the emphasis on performance has opened the door

to foreign players.  In 2014, 26% of Major League Baseball players were born outside of the 



United States.  The largest numbers of players come from the Dominican Republic, Venezuela, 

Cuba, Puerto Rico and Japan. South Korea and Taiwan are also represented17 [See Figure 9]. 

Babe Ruth was a larger-than-life figure and widely beloved.   He lost his battle with 

cancer on August 16, 1948 at the age of 53. For two days, his body lay in state at the main 

entrance of Yankees Stadium, hundreds of thousands of people came to pay their respects.  His 

funeral took place at St. Patrick’s Cathedral in New York and then he was transported to 

Hawthorne, New York and was buried at Gate of Heaven Cemetery.18  Even though he passed 

away over 60 years ago, Ruth is still one of the greatest figures in Major League Baseball, and 

remains a true icon in American history.  He entertained, thrilled and gave hope to millions of 

Americans during The Great Depression and the World Wars.  Babe Ruth revolutionized 

baseball -- and changed sports as a game and as a business. He continues to be a benchmark by 

which all other players are measured.19 He is man and an athlete that has transcended time and 

culture: “Of all America’s legendary individuals, Ruth remains the country’s preeminent athletic 

hero” (Rader 135).20  Ruth was an exceptional performer, and a product of the time period; 

America looked to him through the ups and downs of the early twentieth century. His life 

represents the American values of equal opportunity; achievement and success; and the ultimate 

freedom to succeed and prosper.  His mark on America lives on in the truly diverse, multicultural

fabric of professional athletics, a dominant component of our culture and our economy.  

17� Krogstad, Jens. "67 Years after Jackie Robinson Broke the Color Barrier, Major League Baseball Looks Very Different." Pew Research 
Center RSS. April 16, 2014. Accessed November 25, 2015. 

18� "Biography." Babe Ruth. Accessed November 25, 2015. 

19� “Babe Ruth Central.” Babe Ruth Central. Accessed September 20, 2015

20� Rader, Benjamin G. Baseball: A History of America's Game. Urbana: U of Illinois, 1992. Print.



Figure 1 and 2: Babe Ruth baseball 
card front21 and back22  

Figure 3: Babe Ruth bubble gum
baseball card. In 1951 Topps became
a permanent fixture in America’s most
popular sport of the day by releasing its
first series of baseball cards.23  

21�"The Trading Card Database." The Trading Card Database. N.p., 11 Mar. 2009. Web. 09 Nov. 2015

22� "The Trading Card Database." The Trading Card Database. N.p., 27 Oct. 2010. Web. 09 Nov. 2015.

23� "Top 10 Babe Ruth Cards of All-Time." The Cardboard Connection. N.p., 07 Sept. 2015. Web. 09 Nov. 2015.



Figure 4: A huge sign that is a visual tribute to the man 
who dominated his sport and his era. Babe Ruth helped 
draw attention to their products: Old Gold Cigarettes.24

Figure 5: “So Ruth Takes the $35,000 and Once More All
is Well and “That, by the Way, Is $10,000 Above First 
Offer Made by Col. Ruppert. This was the last contract 
signed with the New York Yankees.25

Figure 6: On Dec. 26, 1919, the Boston Red Sox traded 
the demanding and often drunk Babe Ruth to the 
Yankees in exchange for money changing the fate of 
both teams instantly.26 

24� "1930s Babe Ruth Tri-Fold "Old Gold Cigarettes" - Spectacular Advertising Display!" Legendary Auctions. N.p., n.d. Web. 09 Nov. 2015.

25� "Babe Ruth Signs Final Contract with New York Yankees..." - RareNewspapers.com. N.p., 16 Jan. 1934. Web. 09 Nov. 2015.

26� Perry, Dayn. "This Day in 1919: Here's the Contract That Sent Babe Ruth to the Yankees." CBSSports.com. N.p., 26 Dec. 2013. Web. 09 
Nov. 2015.



Figure 7: Babe Ruth in uniform shortly after the First 
World War27

Figure 8: Race and Ethnic Diversity in Major League 
Baseball after Jackie Robinson entered the League in 
1947.28 

  Figure 9: Major League Players from non-U.S. 
countries in 2014. The countries most represented 
include the Dominican Republic, Venezuela, Cuba, and 
Puerto Rico.29  

27� Bedingfield, Gary. "Babe Ruth in World War II." Baseball in Wartime - Babe Ruth in WWII. N.p., 2013. Web. 09 Nov. 2015

28� Krogstad, Jens. "67 Years after Jackie Robinson Broke the Color Barrier, Major League Baseball Looks Very Different." Pew Research 
Center RSS. April 16, 2014. Accessed November 25, 2015. 

29�Powell-Morse, Andrew. “The Unofficial 2014 MLB Players Census.” Best Tickets. May 19, 2014. Accessed November 25, 2015
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