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Game at Seibert Field, Massanutten Academy, Woodstock, Virginia, 1922.


I believe in all that—in baseball, in picnics, in freedom.

—Walt Whitman, June 5, 1888
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“B is for Boy,” The New York Primer, S. S. & W. Wood, 1837.
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113th Street, Harlem East, New York City, photograph by Al Ravenna, August 30, 1954.
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Poster by Bristow Adams, published by Andrew B. Graham, Washington, D.C., 1903.


 

FOREWORD



Have you forgiven your mother yet? I didn’t think so, and I don’t blame you. When you went off to college, she decided to restore order to your room, to make it more suitable for a college man. In the process, she tossed out what she took to be unimportant detritus of your childhood, including that shoe box—the one your black canvas Converse high-top sneakers came in—overflowing with Topps baseball cards that would have forever held the ambrosial aroma of the pink slabs of bubblegum that came with the cards but were not the point of plunking down your nickel for a pack with five cards.

Have you forgiven yourself? Of course not. When you went off to college you decided to put aside childish things and give yourself over to the life of the mind. So when, as a freshman, you came home at Christmas break, you were a practicing existentialist with Albert Camus’ novel The Stranger in your hip pocket and Jean-Paul Sartre on your mind. You took one glance around the room you had vacated as a callow youth four months ago and were embarrassed for intellectuals everywhere. Asking yourself “WWKD”—What would Kierkegaard do?—you tossed out that shoebox full of baseball cards. Good grief.

Fortunately, neither your mother nor you could get your hands on the baseball artifacts that the Library of Congress has and that this book celebrates. The library, which surely is the world’s most beguiling place not named Cooperstown, has compiled this banquet of baseball artifacts and photographs that illustrates, among many other things, how old baseball is, and how old some of us are.

One hundred years ago, only three sports could capture the nation’s imagination—boxing, horseracing, and baseball. And by then, baseball was in its third century as an American pastime. On page two of this volume you will find an excerpt from the 1786 diary of an undergraduate at the College of New Jersey (later Princeton). He recorded having trouble “both catching and striking the ball.” Well, most of us are failed baseball players.

In the nineteenth century, baseball helped to teach a formerly Puritan nation how to play. And the Civil War, which shattered the nation, spread the game (see Chapter 1) that would soon become one of the nation’s shared, and hence unifying, preoccupations. In Chapter 2 you will find a photograph of the 1896 Pittsburgh Pirates, whose leader was a former catcher named Cornelius McGillicudy. As Connie Mack, he owned and managed the Philadelphia Athletics until 1950, when he was eighty-seven.
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Connie Mack, catcher, Washington Statesmen (American Association), Goodwin & Co., 1887.


In 1950, at age nine, this writer saw his first Major League game in Pittsburgh’s Forbes Field, a photograph of which, in its 1909 inaugural season, is in Chapter 3. The hit song of the day, “Goodnight, Irene,” was being piped through the field’s loud speakers. I was visiting my grandfather, a Lutheran minister, up the Monongahela River in Donora, Pennsylvania, home town of Stan Musial. Musial was one of many young Pennsylvanians who saw baseball as a way to avoid a life in their state’s coal mines and steel mills. It was not until near the second half of the twentieth century that Pennsylvania lost its rank (to California) as the source of the largest number of Major League players.
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Belle North, pitcher, Bain News Service, 1919.

Forbes Field was torn down in 1971. Well, most of it was: A bit of the left field wall still stands where is always did, near the University of Pittsburgh. But in 1970 the Pirates moved into Three Rivers Stadium, which they left in 2001 for their new “retro” ballyard which is in some ways an echo of…Forbes Field.

We are always being told that we cannot turn back the clock. Nonsense. We can, and sometimes should. Fortunately, baseball has done so with its new old-fashioned ballparks, which are exceptions to the rule that most improvements make matters worse. But, then, because baseball is approximately as old as the Republic—the diary of a soldier at Valley Forge in the winter of 1778 speaks of a game of “base”—the game often has a retrospective frame of mind.

Today’s oldest venue, Boston’s Fenway Park, opened in 1912, the year the Titanic sank. Many Civil War veterans saw games there, and at Wrigley Field, which opened in 1914. Nevertheless, what the Civil War historian, Bruce Catton (1899–1978), said is still true: If you took someone from the era of President McKinley at the end of the nineteenth century and put him or her in a ballpark early in the twenty-first century, the time traveler would feel right at home. The game looks remarkably as it did way back when. Of how much of America can that be said? Readers of this sumptuous book will be time travelers, too, but moving in the other direction, back into the sometimes strange yet strangely familiar past of the game that is permanently present in the nation’s mind.

—George F. Will








PREFACE



As a former amateur ballplayer and lifelong fan of the game, it is with great personal pleasure that I introduce this groundbreaking visual history of baseball, drawn exclusively from the Library’s pictorial collections. Renowned as the world’s greatest repository for books and information, the Library of Congress is also a remarkable treasure trove for special collections, among them the most comprehensive collection of historic baseball images in existence. The Library has acquired and preserved photographs, prints, drawings, cartoons, and other graphic works chronicling the sport’s great figures, venues, incidents, and events from creators, collectors, publishers, and numerous other sources. The authors, along with Library of Congress specialists and staff, have plumbed the depths of these holdings, uncovering an array of images produced as far back as 1787, the year the U.S. Constitution was adopted and our nation created.

Contemporary historians have amply documented that neither Abner Doubleday nor the year 1839 were particularly significant in the sport’s origins; that widely held birth myth was created by patriotic men solely to anchor baseball’s ties to the young United States. In fact, ongoing scholarship indicates that baseball began as one of many English bat-and-ball games brought by citizens and soldiers to the American colonies in the eighteenth century. Each year now seems to bring some startling revelation pushing back the birth of baseball far beyond the familiar historic timeline.

Abner Doubleday’s mythmakers meant well but need not have worked so hard to link the sport with the nation. As our authors illustrate with delightful insight and perspective, America and baseball grew up together, a democratic sport for a democratic nation. Transcending class and gender, no other sport is so embedded in our history and consciousness. Walt Whitman, Henry Thoreau, and Mark Twain sang the game’s praises while American boys and girls played catch and ran the bases. As with so many Americans, my own youthful efforts as a ballplayer gave way to a spectator’s appreciation of the professionals’ prowess exemplified by such Major League stars as Jackie Robinson, Mickey Mantle, Frank Robinson, Hank Aaron, and Cal Ripken Jr. Every American generation has come of age with its own perspective on a pristine ball field of grass and dirt, the happy sounds of bat hitting ball, the mad dash for the base, and spectators lustily cheering on the play.


With its emphasis on cunning and coordination, technique and teamwork, baseball enjoys wide-ranging appeal. It has transcended its early roots to become a global game, spanning the world and attracting an international audience. Asian players star in the Major Leagues alongside players from the Dominican Republic, Venezuela, and Cuba. Teams from the United States no longer dominate international tournaments—America’s Game is taking on the world.

The Library of Congress has a global reach as well, through the Internet. The Library’s award-winning Web site (www.loc.gov) features many of the images included in the book, special online exhibitions, as well as thousands of other baseball and sports-related pictures and documents. Materials from the Branch Rickey papers, the Fay Vincent Oral History Project Collection, the Benjamin K. Edwards Collection, the George Grantham Bain Photo Company, and other great collections from which this book was created are digitally available to a worldwide community of students, teachers, historians, and just plain sports fans.

We can learn a lot about America by looking at baseball. The development of leisure, sports and fitness, entertainment, publishing, consumerism, national advertising, transportation, communications, industrial archaeology, the growth of cities, the cult of celebrity, and the influence of popular culture are just some of the topics scholars will find relevant to the history of baseball in the United States. No sport has ever been as popular or as deeply entrenched in our shared past and collective memory. I am proud to say that no book has ever brought the sport’s history so vividly to life as Baseball Americana: Treasures from the Library of Congress. Undeniably, preserved at the national library, the National Pastime belongs to we the people.

—James H. Billington
Librarian of Congress
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Young American Indian, Haskell Institute team mascot, lithograph, 1902.
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Star Club Habana, from wood engraving, tobacco package label, 1867.

 


1

“OLD TOWN” TO YOUR TOWN

THE GAME’S EARLY YEARS
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The game of baseball was not always the well-ordered sport it became, played on elegantly manicured fields bordered by crisp white lines. As historians debunked the widely held myth that Abner Doubleday of Cooperstown, New York, invented the sport out of whole cloth in 1839, they have discovered its deeper American origins. The game’s visual genealogy can be traced back to at least 1787, the same year the Constitution was adopted, when the American edition of an English book for children included in its pages a poem and illustration dedicated to “Base-ball.” A Little Pretty Pocket Book, published in Worcester, Massachusetts, introduced pictorially to the new nation the sport ultimately known as the National Pastime.
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Diary of John Rhea Smith, Nassau Hall, College of New Jersey (Princeton), 1786. Soldiers in the Continental Army had referred to “playing ball”—which could mean a variety of games—in their letters and diaries during the American Revolution, but what may be the first recorded reference to baseball in America appears a few years after the war, in the diary of a young college student. Smith, a sociable fellow prone to procrastination in his studies, wrote in March of 1786: “22nd Wednesday A fine day play baste ball in the campus but am beaten for I miss both catching and striking the Ball.” Smith’s use of the term “baste ball” is curious, yet it is also more precise than simply saying he “played ball,” and it is closer to the game’s eventual name.

 Soon after Smith’s graduation, school officials expressed considerable concern about play “with balls and sticks in the back common of the College.” According to the minutes of a November 26, 1787, faculty meeting, officials viewed the game as “low and unbecoming” for gentlemen as well as “an exercise attended with great danger to the health by sudden and alternate heats and colds as it tends by accidents almost unavoidable in that play to disfiguring and maiming those who are engaged in it…. We are accountable to their Parents & liable to be severely blamed by them…. Therefore, the Faculty think incumbent on them to prohibit both the students & grammar scholars from using the play aforesaid.”
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A Little Pretty Pocket Book, first American edition, 1787. In 1744, in England, John Newberry published his first children’s book, A Little Pretty Pocket Book, featuring woodcut illustrations of outdoor activities suitable to “instruct and amuse” children. Over the caption “Base-Ball,” three boys play a bat-and-ball game; the accompanying verse refers to a batter striking the ball, running the bases, and then finally heading “home,” proving without question that the roots of baseball existed well before the United States of America came into being. The soft, cloth-covered book was reissued many times, and in 1787 Isaiah Thomas published this first American edition in Worchester, Massachusetts.

In 2003, just down the road from Worcester in Pittsfield, Massachusetts, historian John Thorn and former Major Leaguer Jim Bouton located among courthouse records a 1791 statute aimed at protecting the windows in a new town meetinghouse. The statute prohibited anyone from playing “baseball” within eighty yards of the building. From such early archives it is also clear that the developing sport was not universally accepted in the young republic. Towns such as Worcester and even Cooperstown, New York, the future home of the National Baseball Hall of Fame, banned youngsters from playing the game. While George Washington was president, kids already scattered at the sound of breaking glass and others viewed ball games as a public nuisance.

Although tied to such diverse English games as trap ball, old cat, goal ball, and tut ball, as well as a Dutch game called stool ball, baseball developed a separate identity and rules in America, just as the new nation was establishing its own. The earliest pictures of these variants appear in illustrated books for children; they were generally simple vignettes of girls and boys tossing a ball or holding a bat, labeled with the varied names by which the games were called in developing years. These pictorial editions served as decorative books, educational guides, seasonal gifts, and books of poetry and prose. At this initial stage of growth, while horse racing and boxing drew large adult crowds to public arenas, baseball was attracting youthful players locally and informally, creating future ballplayers and the beginnings of a knowledgeable and passionate fan base.

Requiring numerous players on each team, baseball truly began in towns and cities, principally in New England, New York, and the Mid-Atlantic states. More isolated or rural areas to the south and west were exposed to the game later, with the coming of soldiers and settlers from the East. The first teams were typically formed by members of social clubs and workers in factories, organizations that did not exist in the hinterland. Gentlemen, or men of more than moderate income, established baseball clubs early on. They had the time and the means to learn the sport, travel to ball fields and play scheduled games with rival teams, as well as furnish equipment and uniforms.
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Youthful Recreations, J. Johnson, Philadelphia, 1810. J. Johnson published this small “chapbook” showing a woodcut of “trap ball,” a children’s bat-and-ball game similar to the English game of “old cat.” Both of these games were early variants of baseball. “All work and no play make Jack a dull boy” the book cautioned. Trap ball, popular with youngsters in early nineteenth-century New England, featured a device connected to a spring (a “trap”) that when touched sent the ball flying into the air, and the batter then swung at the ball.
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Children’s Amusements, Samuel Woods and Sons, New York, 1822. Although this illustrated booklet never uses the term “base ball,” the charming full-page color woodcut of boys “PLAYING BALL” clearly depicts a baseball-like game featuring players properly stationed at their bases and later known as pitcher, batter, and fielders. By comparison with the trap ball illustration published earlier by Woods, it is noteworthy that here the boys are “playing ball” in poses remarkably similar to the game that is recognized as baseball.
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Remarks On Children’s Play, Samuel Woods and Sons, New York, 1818. Samuel Woods and Sons published this educational book describing how outdoor children’s playful activities could result in a healthy lifestyle. Woods sang the praises of the bat-and-ball game: “Without exception this is one of the most pleasing sports that youth can exercise themselves in. It strengthens their arms, exercises the legs, and adds pleasure to the minds.” He even argued that young ballplayers would learn addition by playing and following the rules of the game.

The glory of nineteenth-century America, however, was the increasing fortunes of an ever-larger middle class. Industrialization gave rise to free time for wage workers as they came off their shifts or enjoyed regular days off. While factory or neighborhood teams often scraped by on limited local means, political or commercial patrons sometimes stepped in to support larger urban clubs. For example, the New York Mutuals, a working-class team in lower Manhattan, represented Tammany Hall, the city’s Democratic political machine led by the notorious William Magear “Boss” Tweed in the 1860s and early 1870s.

Despite the game’s strong urban roots, the origins of baseball in America have always been thought of and described as pastoral, undoubtedly because the sport requires an open field, meadow, or relatively level, smooth, and trimmed pasture. Baseball’s idyllic qualities—a challenging team sport played outdoors and
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