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“I thought, ‘This is my chance.1 I just gave it my best
and kept my mouth shut.’”2
—Dorothy Kamenshek

B

alls whizzed in all directions. Wrigley Field, one of America’s most well-known major league ballparks, was abuzz

with activity. Outfielders darted left and right to recover balls purposely hit to make them scramble. Pitchers showed off their best
moves while catchers dove to the dirt. It might have seemed like
a typical day of tryouts for Philip K. Wrigley’s Chicago Cubs, except that the only men at the park that day were scouts, coaches,
and managers.
The 280 players on the field were women. “Girls,” as they were
commonly referred to in those days, who had traveled to Chicago,
Illinois, from twenty-six states and even from Canada to take
a shot at being selected for the brand new All-American Girls
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Softball League. Some came from cities, and some were farm
girls. Some were married with husbands stationed overseas in
World War II. Some were teenagers barely out of high school.
Each was there with one goal: to play professional ball.
Dorothy Kamenshek, whose friends called her Dottie, was
just seventeen years old. An outfielder from Cincinnati, Ohio,
Dottie knew she had been given the opportunity of a lifetime.
She, like many of the other girls at Wrigley Field that day, had
already been through one round of tryouts back in her hometown. In Cincinnati, the players were asked what two positions
they could play.
“I’d always been an outfielder,” recalled Dottie. She wasn’t
sure what to tell the scouts. “Well, I thought, what does a lefthander do if she doesn’t pitch except play outfield and first base?
So, I told ’em first base.”3
Dottie’s performance at first base and in the outfield in Cincinnati had been enough to earn the trip to Chicago. She boarded
a train with five other Cincinnati girls. To Dottie, Chicago was
another world. Cincinnati was not a small town, but Chicago was
enormous. Back at home, Dottie had never eaten out in a restaurant. Chicago was filled with new and exciting experiences!
Unfortunately, one of Dottie’s first experiences at tryouts was
not a good one. Her ball glove was stolen on one of the first days,
and she had to borrow another from someone to finish tryouts.
After that, things got better. She played some of the best ball she’d

2

ever played. She wanted to be sure that if she weren’t chosen, it
wouldn’t be for lack of trying her best.
The beautiful Belmont Hotel, located just a few blocks from
the ballpark, was the girls’ home away from home for the week
of tryouts. Dottie and the others walked to and from the hotel
wearing skirts and sweaters, then changed in the locker rooms
into pants and sweatshirts.
For a week, the girls vied for spots on four original teams.
They participated in all sorts of drills designed to separate the
good players from the great players.
“You played your position, you ran, you slid, you did everything,” Dottie recalled.4
She also remembered the heartbreak that occurred each time
a player was let go. Players with less potential were being cut from
the very start. In her hotel room in the evenings, Dottie was afraid
to answer the phone for fear she’d be told she’d been eliminated.
On a rainy Chicago morning at the end of the week, the remaining girls gathered around a chalkboard in the hotel lobby.
They called it “allocation day.” The luckiest girls would be assigned a new hometown. Racine, Rockford, South Bend, Kenosha,
the headings read, with players’ names listed below. Dottie stood
in the crowd, eager to find her own name on one of the lists,
knowing that if she didn’t, she would be going home.
Finally, she saw it. Rockford, it said.
Dottie Kamenshek had become a Rockford Peach!
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World War II, Chewing Gum, and Girls’ Baseball

I

n 1942, America was at war. All Americans were called upon to support the
war effort at home and overseas. New cars were no longer manufactured so
that steel could be saved to build ships and airplanes. Gasoline was rationed,
meaning families had to limit their travels. Many youngsters in 1942 had already
lived through the Great Depression. They were used to finding their own fun
at home, in backyards, streets, and neighborhoods. And many children—boys
and girls alike—played baseball.
Before the beginning of the 1942 Major League Baseball season, team
owners and public officials alike began to fear for the future of men’s baseball.
Many able-bodied young ballplayers had enlisted to fight for the American
cause. Would there be a shortage of players?
	Another concern was on the minds of the Major League Baseball team
owners and managers. How would it look if folks at home were playing games
while their brothers and uncles were off fighting? The debate continued until a
letter from the president of the United States gave everyone the green light to
continue to enjoy America’s favorite pastime.
President Franklin Roosevelt responded to a letter from Judge Kenesaw
Mountain Landis, baseball’s commissioner at the time.
“I honestly feel it would be best for the country to keep baseball
going,” the president wrote. “There will be fewer people unemployed and
everybody will work longer hours and harder than ever before. And that

During the Depression it was common
for children to play baseball in schoolyards, vacant lots, and on city streets.
From the Harold Dobberpuhl Photo
Collection. Photo courtesy of the Cedarburg Cultural Center, Cedarburg, WI.
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means that they ought to have a chance for recreation and for taking their
minds off their work even more than before.5
But even the president’s blessing couldn’t change the fact that many of
baseball’s best players would head off to war. Major League Baseball might
continue, but who would play?
	One team owner was particularly uncertain about the future of his ball club.
Philip K. Wrigley owned two very popular enterprises: the Chicago Cubs and
Wrigley’s chewing gum. Philip Wrigley didn’t mind that his players were leaving
to fight for the American cause. In fact, he was an enthusiastic supporter of the
war effort. Before any public rationing even took place, Mr. Wrigley voluntarily
took down the enormous floodlights that illuminated the giant Wrigley Building
in Chicago and gave them to the Navy to use. He donated to the military
thousands of pounds of aluminum that would have been used to make chewing
gum wrappers. And, he allowed the use of his company’s prepaid radio time to
advertise the war effort instead of Wrigley’s spearmint gum.
	It was Philip Wrigley’s idea that if men’s baseball in America were to come
to a halt, perhaps the fans would enjoy watching professional women’s softball. By the fall of 1942, he had a plan. He would create a girls’ softball league
like America had never seen. From the start, Mr. Wrigley knew just what he
wanted and how his league would be different.
	In the spring of 1943, Philip Wrigley sent his scouts* to cities all over the
Midwest and Canada. Their assignment? Find the best female softball players in
America and Canada and give them a train ticket to Chicago. In all, the scouts
managed to attract 280 hopeful young ladies from twenty-six states and five
Canadian provinces. But only 64 would be allowed to stay. The rest were sent
home with a story to tell about how they almost became a member of the
All-American Girls Softball League.
	As it turned out, Major League Baseball never did cease during the Second
World War. It limped through the war years with fewer players, some much
older or younger than the men they replaced. But while men’s baseball was
just surviving, the All-American Girls Professional Baseball League was exploding. The league was gaining fans by the thousands and making celebrities out
of small town girls who just loved to play ball.
*All words defined in the glossary will be set in bold type when they first appear within the book.
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Did you know? In 1940,Wrigley’s chewing gum business
made a profit of more than $8 million! It’s no wonder
Philip K.Wrigley had the funds to start a new baseball
league.
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