The True Story of Babe Ruth’s
Famous Visit to Ailing Youth

Now 70 years old, John Sylvester recalls the time when
the Bambino fulfilled a promise to hit a homer for him

By BRIAN SOBEL

HE STORY OF BABE Ruth visiting a

critically ill child, and with a bom-
bastic promise helping him to recover, has
been told innumerable times over the past
many years. As with such stories the facts
seem to change each time the tale is
recounted. In various articles and books,
one finds a different vérsion of Ruth’s visit
in almost every case. The true story, as it
turns out, is even more interesting than
any published account because it has sev-
eral elements which have never been re-
ported.

In 1926, the New York Yankees fought
off late-season challenges posed by the
Cleveland Indians, Philadelphia Ath-
letics, and Washington Senators to win the
American League pennant. Finishing with
a 91-63 record, the Yankees were led by
the man they called the Babe, or Bambino,
the Sultan or King of Swat. By whatever
nickname, George Herman Ruth had in-
deed established himself as the champion
of the long ball, and perhaps in retrospect
is the most charismatic player ever to
grace the baseball diamond. By way of
comparison, in 1926 Ruth hit 47 regular
season home runs which easily placed him
first in the majors. The second leading
home run hitter that year was Chicago’s
Hack Wilson whose 21 National League
round trippers paled along side Ruth’s
accomplishment.
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Kids idolized the Babe as depicted in this
drawing by Robert Riger

During the *26 season, the Cincinnati
Reds fought a tooth and nail battle with the
St. Louis Cardinals for the National
League championship, finally finishing
two games off the pace. In the World
Series, the 39-year-old veteran, Grover
“Pete” Alexander, pitched outstandingly
in Game 7 as he relieved Jessie Haines in
the 7th inning with three Yankees on base
and two outs. The aging veteran retired
Tony Lazzeri to end the inning and helped
his Cardinals to a 3-2 win, and a world
championship.
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Meanwhile, as baseball dominated the
scene, a drama was unfolding which
would, in the space of several weeks, be
the basis for one of the all-time human
interest stories. It was the chronicle of a
child and the kindness of baseball’s most
famous player. It involved the Babe and a
youngster named Johnny Sylvester.

Sylvester at that time was an eleven-
year-old living in Essex Fells, New Jersey,
about 20 miles west of New York City.
Now, 59 years later he calls Garden City,
New York, his home. Today, at 70 years
old, Sylvester is president of a small
packaging machinery business where he
has worked for nearly 45 years. Though
decades have passed since the visit of
Babe Ruth to his bedside, Sylvester still
remembers the incident as if it happened
yesterday.

It all started after Sylvester was hurt
while riding horseback in New Jersey.
“The horse stepped in a hole along the
path,” recalls Sylvester. “We both went
down and the horse got up before I did and
stepped on my head. I then developed
osteomyelitis (an inflammatory disease of
bones resulting from an infection). The
accident happened during the summer,
and by fall I was very sick.”

Johnny Sylvester’s father was a well-

known executive of the National City
Company of New York, a company en-
gaged in underwriting securities. When a
staff member of National heard the young
boy was gravely ill, he promptly went to
work. Through his connections, he was
put in touch with both the Cardinals and
Yankees who were getting ready to open
the World Series. Each team sent an auto-
graphed baseball, however the one sent by
the Yankees contained a special message.
“On the ball, Ruth wrote me a short note,”
recalls Sylvester. “It said, ‘I'll hit a home
run for you in Wednesday’s game.” Well,
as it turned out he actually hit three home
runs that day which stood as a World
Series record for years and years until it
was tied by Reggie Jackson in 1977.”

In subsequent years through constant
telling, the story became twisted. Articles
are reprinted even today which tell of Babe
Ruth coming to the hospital a day before
the World Series and giving Sylvester a
ball, bat and glove. The stories usually
describe the grieving parents crying at the
doorway of the hospital room as Ruth
brings a smile to the child’s face with a
promise to hit a home run in the opening
game. Then too, the story of Sylvester’s
illness has also been reported incorrectly.
However, like all stories which grow up to

on plastic sheets

Our 9th Year Serving Collectors!

1986 BASEBALL CARDS

Fast Service!

1986 Topps Set (792'cards). .. ................ $16.95*
1986 Fleer Set (660 cards & free logos) ......... 15.95*
1986 Donruss Set (660 cards & free puzzle) . ... 15.95*
ACEISETS T . T s Only 44.95 *

SPECIAL: 9-Pocket sheets, ............. .. 100 for $16.95
Dave Koch - Dept. BD
3721 Highway 66, Stevens Pt., Wl 54481

*Please add $1.00 shipping for each card set ordered No shipping charge

BASEBALL DIGEST




be legends, this one had some basis in
fact.

Though not promising to hit a home run
in Game One of the World Series, Ruth
did promise to hit a home run for Johnny in
Wednesday’s game, which was actually
Game 4 held in St. Louis. One of the home
runs Ruth hit that day was later described
as, “one of the most prodigious homers
ever hit in Sportsman’s Park.” The famous
visit, about which so much has been
written, came nearly two weeks after the
conclusion of the World Series.

On his way to a baseball game for
handicapped children, Ruth stopped off to
visit Sylvester. “I’ll never forget the mo-
ment he walked through the door of my
bedroom,” says Johnny. “Remember, I
had been laying there for several weeks,
and I had followed the Series and espe-
cially that day when Ruth had hit the three
home runs. I had no idea Ruth was going to
come out to my house. I can remember his
face most of all as he stooped to get his
tremendous body through the door of my
bedroom. The really amusing part of the
story is at that time we had a maid and she
and my mother were in my room when we
heard a knock on the front door. She went
down to answer and came back up to say a
man named Babe Ruth wanted to see me.
She had no idea who Ruth was and of
course you can imagine my reaction!”

Babe Ruth’s visit to Sylvester’s home
seemed to stir the emotions of nearly
everyone. “I've kept a scrapbook, put
together at that time, which contains clip-
pings of stories about the visit. Accounts
ran in papers all over the United States,
and in London, Paris and elsewhere,” says
Sylvester. “At the time, I was still pretty
sick, but certainly over the critical stage.
Ruth stayed with me for nearly a half hour
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that day and we talked about all sorts of
things, but mainly baseball. I remember
him to be very compassionate and
friendly. I've always felt his visit, though
probably suggested by others, was sin-
cere. As many people know, quite a few of
Ruth’s similar visits to sick children went
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unreported. Mine was probably unique
because of the timing and his promise
which he wrote on the baseball.”

Also unreported were the other person-
ages who wrote or stopped by Sylvester’s
house in the weeks following the glut of
publicity. First came the great Red
Grange, who brought Johnny an auto-
graphed football. Then, arriving by mail
was a letter and tennis racket from Bill
Tilden. The racket, Tilden noted, was used
to win a Wimbledon championship. Also,
about this time another package came to
the doorstep containing yet another base-
ball from a Yankee. “This one from Lou
Gehrig,” says Sylvester. “Without telling
anyone, including the press, he simply
took a baseball, one that was the last out in
a World Series game, and sent it to me
with a note saying he had saved it and
thought I might like to have it. I guess
everything you read about his quiet ele-
gance is true.”

In the following months Sylvester re-
covered and in time to be invited to
opening day of the 1927 season at Yankee
Stadium. There he had his picture taken
with Ruth, Gehrig, and the other Yankees

which generated yet another round of
publicity.

Following the opening day ceremonies,
life returned to normal for the youngster
and the years began to slip by until the
outbreak of World War II. Sylvester be-
came a naval officer and went to serve in
the Pacific. At that point, he would have
hardly expected his path ever again to
cross that of Babe Ruth’s. However in
1947, with Ruth dying of cancer, The New
York Daily News arranged a visit by Syl-
vester to the home of the Bambino.

“Claire, the Babe’s wife, met me at the
door and we went in,” recalls Sylvester.
“Ruth was obviously a very sick man who
had lost a lot of weight and he looked very
gaunt sitting in his pajamas and bathrobe.
But the visit was unforgettable and I had a
chance to thank him again for coming to
see me when I was sick. Now, with him
everyone was, ‘Hi, Kid,"” so I don’t know
how well he remembered his original visit
to me. But we chatted about various things
and then I said goodbye for the final time
and unfortunately never spoke with him
again.”

Sylvester feels he benefited greatly by
that famous visit in 1926, and says in some
ways it helped him live up to his potential.
He became a graduate of Princeton, father
of one son, and still has all the keepsakes
from those days many years ago. “I'm
also still a Yankee fan,” says Sylvester,
“and I’ve been out to the ballpark many
times over the years, though of course the
Yankees’ management probably wouldn’t
know who I am today.” As for reflection,
he says, “I just look back on the events as a
rare experience for a kid. Also, it proved
most clearly to me that professional ath-
letes, even one as great as Babe Ruth, are
human, too.”
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