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			Part One

			ORIGINS

			
				Some boy too far from town to learn baseball,

				Whose only play was what he found himself.

				—Robert Frost, “Birches”

			

		

	
		
		
			1

			City Game

			It was always a city game, baseball.

			For all the efforts to slap a pastoral gloss on the sport, for all the attempts to make it about little boys playing in a cow pasture, only someone unfamiliar with the isolation of American farm life could truly believe that baseball came of age in the country. One of the countless names of the game gives it away. It was called town ball because it was played on those days when everybody came into town for church or market, because town was the only place where enough men or boys could be assembled for a full nine.

			What we think of as baseball today is really an urban game. More precisely, it is “the New York game.” That’s what modern baseball was first called, and where it was first played. New York is where its rules were perfected, and where we first kept score. New York was where the curveball was devised, and the bunt, and the stolen base, and where the home run came into its own. New York was where admission was first charged to see a game, and where the very first all-star game was played, and the first “world championship.”

			It was in New York, too, where the game’s color line was finally broken, and where the reserve clause was made law, and where a players’ league was conceived, and died, and where the first modern free agent was signed. It was here that the sport’s—or any sport’s—first true superstar emerged, and where the first true baseball stadiums were built. Where sportswriting came into its own, where the first great radio broadcasters plied their trade, and where the first game was televised. It was in New York that the only perfect game in World Series history was pitched, where an expansion team won a World Series for the first time, where fourteen World Series were played exclusively within the city limits (fifteen, if you count the nineteenth century), and where the World Series was fixed by gamblers.

			New York was where the Babe and the Iron Horse, and Joltin’ Joe and the Say Hey Kid, and the Mick, and the Duke, and the Big Chief and the Big Six and the Big Cat, and Wee Willie and the Little Napoleon and Pee Wee, and Doctor K and Tom Terrific and Happy Jack and Twinkletoes, and Mr. October and Mr. November, and Sal the Barber and the Curveless Wonder, and Ducky-Wucky and King Kong, and the Lively Turtle and Death to Flying Things, and Poosh ’Em Up and Old Reliable and Marvelous Marvin, and the Fordham Flash and Grandma, and the Mahatma, and Mex and Donnie Baseball, and the Polar Bear and the Judge, and the Chairman of the Board, all came to play the game.

			Baseball is a game that grew up inextricably linked to the pace, and the customs, and the demands of New York. It was shaped by the challenges and the possibilities the city had to offer, by its inventiveness and its ambitions, its grandiosity and its corruption. For the last two centuries, the game’s trajectory has followed the city’s many rises and declines, its booms and its busts, its follies and its tragedies.

			This is the story of that city and its game. It is, as well, a fan’s story. It is not devoid of statistics, for the numbers are as inextricably wrapped up with baseball as they are with all of American life, but those looking for another exercise in sabermetrics should look elsewhere. It is not a sociological study, other than in what I have learned and observed from spending my whole adult life in the city and watching baseball since I was eight years old. It is a story of the games and the heroes, though any attempt to tell the tale of all the great games and the great heroes would overwhelm any book, as it nearly overwhelmed this one. It is, first and foremost, I would hope, the story of all those who lived the game and the city. Of those who tried and fell short, who had bad luck, who had bad intentions or bad habits. Of those who contributed something important, however minor it might have seemed at the time. Of those who wrote of the game and described it, their words devoured by boys in their bedrooms during the winter months, or fluttering out over the airwaves on a sweltering summer night, the sound of the crowd rising and falling behind their voices like the swell and recession of the waves on a beach.

			Not long ago, there was a heated dispute between Bill James, the iconoclastic writer and researcher whose work has done so much to change how we look at the game, and the major-league players’ union over just whom the game belonged to: those who watch it or those who play it at the very highest level. It was a silly debate because the answer is both, of course. Without players and fans there could no more be baseball than there could be theater without actors or theatergoers. The game endures, this ineffable, silly thing, to which too much attention is paid; this uneasy, wobbly, wonderful contraption which is always threatening to blow itself up, and which in this manner is never more like the city from whence it sprang.

			

			—

			“The history of baseball is a lie from beginning to end, from its creation myth to its rosy models of commerce, community, and fair play,” the irrepressible John Thorn tells us in Baseball in the Garden of Eden. The lie begins with where and how it was founded.

			It is not the intention here to decide the eternal debate over exactly when and where the very first contest involving a bat and a ball took place. Claimants range from Prague to Pittsfield, and just about every burg in between. As David Block makes clear in Baseball Before We Knew It, mankind was probably playing some sort of bat-and-ball game from the moment we first came off the savanna.

			Ancient hieroglyphics depict Egyptians with bats playing at something called seker-hemat around 2500 BC. Berbers in the 1930s were observed playing ta kurt om el mahag, or “the ball of the pilgrim’s mother”—a game one historian theorized was brought to North Africa in the fifth century AD by the Vandals, who were credited in turn with inventing the ancient northern European game of “longball.” Medieval Normans played grande thèque, while their French cousins played la balle empoisonée, the Germans had Schlagball, and the Finns played pesapällo.

			Countless other bat-and-ball games evolved under any number of different rules and different names in England. There was hand-in and hand-out, and wicket and cricket, and the notorious rounders. There was prisoner’s base, or just “base”; there was tip-cat and one-old-cat; there was feeder, and squares, and northern spell; there was stool-ball, and stobball or stow-ball, and trap ball, and tut-ball; and there was goal ball, barn ball, sting ball, soak ball, stickball, and burn ball; and round-ball and town ball, and finally—baseball (or base-ball, or base ball).

			The whole welter of English and continental games followed the colonists over to America. Hired Polish laborers were playing “long ball” in the Jamestown settlement by 1609. On Christmas Day 1621, Governor William Bradford of Plymouth Colony was enraged to find some of his fellow Pilgrims “frolicking in ye street, at play openly; some at pitching ye barr, some at stoole ball and shuch-like sport.” At Valley Forge, George Washington was recorded as having taken part in a game of “wicket,” while Lewis and Clark tried to teach a form of “base” to the Nez Perce, and small boys wrote later of watching a grown Abe Lincoln join in their games of town ball: “how long were his strides, and how his coat-tails stuck out behind, and how we tried to hit him with the ball, as he ran the bases. He entered into the spirit of play as completely as any of us, and we invariably hailed his coming with delight.”

			

			—

			The one thing that is clear is that Abner Doubleday had nothing to do with it. This was widely acknowledged even at the time the myth was first propagated, by the Special Base Ball Commission, handpicked by Albert Spalding in 1905. Spalding, one of the game’s earliest stars turned team owner and sporting goods magnate, was eager to refute the thesis of his friend Henry Chadwick that baseball had evolved from the English girls’ game of rounders. Certain that such antecedents would not serve for the pastime of a young, proud nation just emerging on the world stage, Spalding’s commission seized instead upon the weakest reed imaginable. This was a letter sent by an aged western crank named Abner Graves who would murder his wife in a fit of senile paranoia a few years later. Graves swore that he had seen Doubleday lay out the whole game one afternoon in 1839 along the banks of the Glimmerglass, in Cooperstown, New York, and that was good enough for the chairman of Spalding’s commission, A. G. Mills.

			Abner Doubleday was the Forrest Gump of the nineteenth century, a soldier, mystic, and bibliophile with an uncanny ability for being on hand when anything of interest was going on. The first shot of the Civil War, a Confederate cannon blast at Fort Sumter, “penetrated the masonry and burst very near my head,” he later recalled, and in turn he “aimed the first gun on our side in reply to the attack.” He would rise to the rank of major general, sustain two serious wounds, hold the Union line on the first day of Gettysburg, and take the train with President Lincoln back there a few months later, when the president gave his Gettysburg Address. He read Sanskrit, corresponded with Ralph Waldo Emerson, commanded an all-Black regiment of troops, attended séances at the White House with Mary Todd Lincoln, obtained the first charter for San Francisco’s cable cars, and served as president of Madame Blavatsky’s Theosophical Society. But he did not invent baseball.

			Nobody really thought he did, even on Spalding’s commission. A. G. Mills had been friends with Doubleday for twenty years, including a period when Mills was president of the National League. A fellow Civil War officer, Mills had arranged Doubleday’s funeral and his burial at Arlington Cemetery. Yet for as long and as well as he knew him, Mills admitted, he never heard his friend so much as mention baseball. In a brief autobiographical sketch, Doubleday himself wrote, “In my outdoor sports, I was addicted to”—drumroll, please—“topographical work.”

			Just why anyone took Graves’s claim seriously in the first place is something of a mystery. John Thorn speculates that this might have come about thanks to feuding factions of Theosophists, who for a time included Spalding. If true, it’s hilarious. Theosophy was an early gobbledygook of new age religion, occultism, and spiritualism. It’s as if a group of feuding Scientologists hatched a plot to have L. Ron Hubbard replace Dr. Naismith as the inventor of basketball.

			Confronted by reporters years later, Mills fumfahed that his commission had only concluded “that the first baseball diamond was laid out in Cooperstown.” This was one lie on top of another. In the same answer, though, Mills revealed another reason for his commission’s determined gullibility. That is, the need to move the national game out of the clutches of the dirty, immigrant city: “I submit to you gentlemen, that if our search had been for a typical American village, a village that could best stand as a counterpart of all villages where baseball might have been originated and developed—Cooperstown would best fit the bill.”

			And so it would. Though of all the great stars and the makers and shakers of the game that it honors, not even the charming Baseball Hall of Fame that would arise in that charming American village has ever had the temerity to admit Abner Doubleday.

			

			—

			So where did baseball come from?

			By the 1950s, an alternative foundation myth had been set in place. That is, how a lanky, twenty-five-year-old Manhattan shipping clerk named Alexander Joy Cartwright insisted that his fellow ballplayers organize themselves into the New York Knickerbockers Base Ball Club. One fine day in 1846, they took the steam ferry over to the Elysian Fields, a park just across the Hudson from Manhattan in Hoboken, New Jersey, to play the mysterious “New York Base Ball Club” in the very first game of “real” baseball—and lost, 23–1.

			Cartwright would next embark on a career as the “Johnny Appleseed” of baseball, leaving on a long trek to the California goldfields and then on to Hawaii. Wherever he went, he would teach the game, carrying along an original Knickerbockers ball that survives to this day. The Cartwright saga was given much play during one of baseball’s many centennials in 1969, including a colorful feature in Sports Illustrated, complete with map and excerpts from a Cartwright diary.

			Alas, this too falls apart on closer examination, being largely the product of multiple forgeries and an extended lobbying effort by Cartwright’s son (which did get his father into Cooperstown). But it was always less than convincing. The giveaway is that thumping defeat. If the Knickerbockers invented the damned game, how did they manage to lose the first one so badly?

			The truth, of course, is that they weren’t the first. The Knickerbockers, as Thorn puts it, “were consolidators rather than innovators,” combining and formalizing rules that others were already playing by. At least five other baseball clubs existed before them in what is now New York City—the Gotham, or Washington club, the New York, the Eagle, the Magnolia, and the Brooklyn club—and several of the Knicks had previously belonged to one or more of them. The Gotham club, founded in 1837, claimed to be first—at the time, the term “Washington” was regularly used to designate the “first,” or the “premier”—but we can’t be sure of this.

			There was a prohibition against ball playing in the city that dates all the way back to 1656, when old New York used to be New Amsterdam, though we don’t know just what sort of ball this was referring to. As early as 1805, two clubs from Columbia College, the Gymnastics and the Sons of Diagoras, were playing some form of bat-and-ball game, next to Tyler’s “pleasure garden” at what is now the corner of Spring and Hudson Streets. The earliest evidence of club play is a letter that appeared in several of the city’s eight daily papers on April 25, 1823. Signed only “A SPECTATOR,” it advised,

			
				I was last Saturday much pleased in witnessing a company of active young men playing the manly athletic game of “base ball” at the Retreat in Broadway (Jones’). I am informed that they are an organized association, and that a very interesting game will be played on Saturday next at the above place, to commence at half past 3 o’clock, P.M. Any person fond of witnessing this game may avail himself of seeing it played with consummate skill and wonderful dexterity. It is surprising, and to be regretted that the young men of our city do not engage more in this manual sport; it is innocent amusement, and healthy exercise, attended with but little expense, and has no demoralizing tendency.

			

			Most New Yorkers surely saw this notice for what it was: an advertisement for Jones’s Retreat, a tavern on Broadway between Eighth Street and Washington Place. And invocations of moral rectitude and healthy exercise became running themes in the game’s development.

			

			—

			Respectable grown men in the still puritanical America of the early nineteenth century didn’t just play games. Hence all that stuff about “innocent amusement, and healthy exercise,” which recurs again and again in defensive, firsthand accounts from the game’s early players. Baseball was sold as a necessary relief from the crushing cares and woes of business.

			In fact, the early, amateur ballplayers of New York were some of the least worked men in America. They were mostly “merchants, lawyers, Union Bank clerks, insurance clerks and others who were at liberty after 3 o’clock in the afternoon,” as the sport’s very first shortstop, Dr. Daniel Lucius “Doc” Adams, would recall. In an early daguerreotype, the Knickerbockers look like a conclave of sporty Mennonites out on a toot, with their beards, jackets, vests, bow ties, and broad-rimmed hats—outfits that included parts of their basic uniform on the playing field.

			The Knickerbockers and the other early clubs really were clubs, preferring to play among themselves, which was why so many of their meetings took place near taverns, hotel dining rooms, and pleasure gardens (“pleasure” standing in, as it so often does, for “beer”). These were social occasions, all the fresh air and other healthful effects of the ball playing at least partly undone by the chowders, champagne suppers, and innumerable cigars and gin punches that followed. But for all their fun and their “exercise,” New York’s baseballists found themselves increasingly confronted by a question that has obsessed the city’s ball clubs to this day: Where were they to play?

			The tavern yards and vacant lots where New York ballplayers gathered were being rapidly filled in by the ever-expanding city. The clubs tried moving uptown as well, gathering at the margins of Madison Square—then a parade grounds—in the early 1840s and a field in Murray Hill, at Twenty-Seventh Street and Fourth Avenue. But both these sites were soon appropriated by railroad tracks and depots.

			There were some alternatives, much farther uptown, in what would become Harlem and Yorkville. But just to get to such sites was a major, hours-long affair for most New Yorkers. The rest of upper Manhattan was a tangle of farms, squatter villages, small towns, rock-strewn hillocks, woods, and swamps, with hardly a spot for a presentable field to be found.

			The city, it seemed, was growing too fast for baseball.

		

	
		
		
			2

			The Whirlpool and the Volcano

			New York by the mid-nineteenth century had already claimed its title as “the Empire City of the West.”

			It was the city that made everything, sold everything, moved everything, thought of everything. Long the center of the country’s shipping industry, New York had surpassed Philadelphia to become the nation’s most populous city and its financial center and had stolen the publishing industry from Boston. At the end of the Civil War, New York’s stockyards were slaughtering more animals than Chicago’s, and its ninety thousand factory workers made it far and away the country’s greatest industrial city, churning out steamships and furniture, refined sugar and shoes, chemicals and finished clothing.

			“Everything in the city is in motion; everywhere the shops resound with the noise of workers,” a visiting Frenchman remarked in 1801. Mark Twain would decry Manhattan a few decades later as a place where “every man seems to feel that he has got the duties of two lifetimes to accomplish in one, and so he rushes, rushes, rushes, and never has time to be companionable—never has any time at his disposal to fool away on matters which do not involve dollars and duty and business.”

			New York was a city of wonders—and a wonder to be seen, already a tourist town by the 1850s. Visitors could stay at any of the nineteen first-class hotels to be found on Broadway alone, with their dazzling new luxuries, including hot-and-cold running water, elevators, and “sky lobbies.” They could eat at grand new restaurants such as Delmonico’s, shop the Ladies’ Mile with its fabulous department store palaces, A. T. Stewart, Brooks Brothers, Lord & Taylor, Tiffany, B. Altman, Macy’s. Tourists and residents alike marveled at its ceaseless energy, its vitality, its bustle. Walt Whitman, already the city’s most perceptive (and sympathetic) chronicler, agreed that it was a “noisy, roaring, rumbling, tumbling, bustling, stormy, turbulent” city, “amid the universal clatter, the incessant din of business, the all swallowing vortex of the great money whirlpool.”

			“Whirlpool” and “vortex” would stick, becoming common descriptions of New York in the nineteenth century. The city seemed to draw everything to it. It advanced in brilliant, unsentimental coups that its financiers and merchants then ruthlessly exploited. “Organize, commercialize, monopolize” might have been its operating motto.

			In the first years of the republic, thanks to Alexander Hamilton, New York had traded the capital for the capital, giving up the federal government but trading the government debt on Wall Street. It dominated American shipping once the Black Ball Line announced that its vessels would leave on a set schedule. Its dynamic mayor, DeWitt Clinton, would not only impose the grid system of streets on Manhattan but push through the Erie Canal, connecting New York to the abundance of the American heartland.

			In just so many strokes the city had, in the words of the historian Mike Wallace, “adroitly inserted itself between three of the most dynamic regions of the early nineteenth-century global economy—England’s manufacturing Midlands, the cotton-producing slave South, and the agricultural Midwest.”

			By 1835, one-third of all the goods America exported went out through New York Harbor, and two-thirds of its imports came in the same way. By 1868, no fewer than thirty thousand ships a year were tying up at the acres of docks along the East River and the Hudson and Brooklyn’s Red Hook waterfront. By 1851, the nation’s original robber baron, “Commodore” Cornelius Vanderbilt—a semiliterate but immensely shrewd Staten Island farm boy who got his start at the age of sixteen, ferrying travelers across the harbor—had consolidated a gaggle of early railroad lines into the New York Central, pushed it out along the Great Lakes to Chicago and Detroit, then anchored it to midtown Manhattan with “the almightiest train shed in the world” on Forty-Second Street.

			The Commodore’s Grand Central Depot was capable of holding a hundred trains and fifteen thousand people, its vast waiting room lit by gigantic gas chandeliers. To keep waiting passengers from being asphyxiated by train smoke, Vanderbilt’s engineers employed the “fly-switch” method of pulling into the station. The locomotive would speed up and uncouple itself from the rest of the train as it approached the station, then scuttle onto a side track. With phenomenal skill and timing, the brakemen would then let the remaining, engineless cars roll safely to the platform. Visitors coasted into the city as if by magic—another marvel of utility turned into entertainment.

			

			—

			New York outwitted and outdared its rivals, defying every attempt by other cities or regions to rein in its dominance. This was the triumph of the Big City, the capital of everything, always grander and more glorious, higher and richer and bigger and better.

			Yet the whirlpool drew all to New York, the clever and the conniving, the rich and the poor, along with a host of mounting social problems. Always, the grand accomplishments of the Big City would be threatened by its callous neglect of the Little City, the place where working-class New Yorkers labored and rose—or fell and died. Another common nickname for the city by the mid-nineteenth century was the Volcano. To many, it seemed that New York was destined for a catastrophic eruption, thanks to the terrible disparities between how its people lived.

			By 1860 there were at least 800,000 individuals clustered in the lower precincts of Manhattan, and maybe as many as a million all told, scattered throughout the island. They were pushing the limits of existence for a horse-drawn city. More than fifteen thousand vehicles a day clattered down lower Broadway, their iron-rimmed wheels making an infernal racket along the paving stones. By the end of the Civil War, thirty-five million passengers a year were riding the city’s horse-drawn trolleys and streetcars, so badly maintained that they were commonly referred to as “hog-pens on wheels.” Simply removing the waste generated by the 120,000 horses this traffic required was a herculean task. Each day, an estimated 500,000 pounds of manure and 45,000 gallons of urine had to be scraped from the city’s streets. The horses themselves, maltreated and overworked, died at a rate of fifteen thousand a year, rotting in the streets for days while street children pulled the hairs from their tails to tie rings around their fingers.

			The animals fared no worse than many of New York’s human inhabitants. The city was the main portal for the greatest voluntary—or at least semi-voluntary—human migration in world history to that point. From 1845 to 1860, some 250,000 refugees fleeing the famine in Ireland settled permanently in New York, most of them destitute and uneducated, many speaking only Gaelic, nearly all of them Roman Catholics. They were joined by another 75,000 Germans fleeing a failed revolution, enough to make New York the third-largest German-speaking city in the world. Overnight, they transformed what had been an overwhelmingly Protestant, Anglo-American town into a polyglot metropolis.

			Most of the new immigrants lived in bumptious, notorious neighborhoods such as the Five Points. By 1880, the population density in some of Manhattan’s lower wards exceeded 275,000 people per square mile—more crowded than most of Dickensian London. Conditions were appalling. By the 1850s, tenants routinely lived five or six to a 225-square-foot apartment in the new tenements, foul, lightless buildings whose owners often refused to hook them up to the city’s new water mains. Toilets were crude privies, stuck between the tenements and the even less inviting back tenements. These outhouses overflowed frequently, contributing to epidemics that swept through the city on a regular basis. In New York, the rich and the wellborn routinely perished from diseases of the poor. Horace Greeley’s young son died of cholera, Teddy Roosevelt’s mother from typhus, thirty years later. By 1856, New York’s annual death rate exceeded its birthrate, its population increasing only by dint of the immigrant masses that kept pouring in through Castle Garden.

			The constant, sweeping changes and the frenetic pace of them often induced a feeling of incipient anarchy. This was a city of sulfur and blood. Where pigs ran loose in the streets, knocking over pedestrians and pulling food from their hands, where butchers tossed so much offal down the public drains that little boys sailed paper boats on the pools of blood that bubbled up constantly from the sewers. Stagecoach drivers cursed and whipped at one another along the avenues, while the commuter steamboats raced and collided and occasionally exploded out on the Hudson. At fires, the all-volunteer companies fought each other for control of the hydrants in epic brawls; one such feud ended only after a company fired a loaded mortar at its rival’s firehouse. The city’s streets were full of prostitutes, or nightwalkers, as they were called, and abandoned children, or “street Arabs,” as the newspapers dubbed them.

			The murderousness of this New York has often been wildly overstated. In the days before readily available firearms, its homicide rate was still below that of the city today. But a sense of lurking menace persisted. Periodically the Volcano did erupt, in spurts of rage that often had their comic or ludicrous sides but provided terrifying indications of what the fire next time might bring. There was the Doctors’ Riot, the Flour Riot, the Orange Riot, the Dead Rabbits Riot. In the Police Riot, officers from two competing police forces—one appointed by the mayor, the other by the state legislature—slugged it out on the steps of city hall. The Shakespeare Riots started as a rivalry between two popular actors of the day; before it was over, thirty-four people were lying dead in Astor Place.

			The capper was the Draft Riots, a revolt against the military draft at the height of the Civil War that became a class rebellion, then a shameful, white-on-Black race riot, a five-day orgy of looting, burning, and savage lynchings. African Americans were perhaps 1 percent of the city’s population, and Black men had repeatedly petitioned the state government to be allowed to go fight in the South. Nevertheless, they became a leading object of the mob’s fury, blamed for the war and falsely accused of taking jobs from those who were doing the fighting. Belligerent, drunken white men and even women stormed the city’s armory and its leading newspaper, torched police stations and the Colored Orphan Asylum, and set up barricades in the streets before finally being put down by federal troops. By the time it was all over, perhaps as many as five hundred New Yorkers were dead, to this day the worst confirmed toll of any civil disturbance in our history.

			It was more a revolution than a riot, as one observer remarked—the new, immigrant America’s final warning that attention must be paid. Runaway corruption; unspeakable vice; riots and gang violence; demoralizing poverty, neglect, mounting filth and disease and disorder—clearly, something needed to be done if the city was not to spin out of control.

			Many looked to the immediate symptom, the physical state of the city. DeWitt Clinton’s ambitious grid system stretched the whole length of the island but allocated almost nothing for park space. Its planners themselves acknowledged “that so few vacant spaces have been left, and those so small, for the benefit of fresh air and consequent preservation of health,” but noted that in compensation “those large arms of the sea which embrace Manhattan Island render its situation, in regard to health and pleasure…peculiarly felicitous.”

			The large arms of sea around Manhattan, stuffed with the refuse from untold ships, factories, and charnel houses, were indeed peculiar but hardly felicitous. In between, New York remained a city of squat brick tenements and houses, four or five stories high. The elevated railroads that began to rise along the avenues after the Civil War provided relief from the congestion on the street, but only added a roaring, screeching horror next to the window, dripping oil and burning cinders on anyone traversing the now dappled sidewalks down below.

			Those wishing relief from the city’s racket and bustle resorted to the splendid new public cemeteries, such as Brooklyn’s Green-Wood, but these were thought to leak unhealthful, even deadly “miasmas” up from their graves. Visionary reformers pushed through Manhattan’s Central Park, the “big art work of the Republic,” the largest public space in the United States and the start of a long string of stunning new green spaces from the landscape architects Frederick Law Olmsted and Calvert Vaux.

			Yet Central Park was intended very specifically to be a means of reform and edification. Its purposes were both practical and moral. Visitors would be morally uplifted by the great cultural institutions intended for the park’s margins, by the exquisitely planned, pastoral vistas that every hedge and tree and rock contributed to, and most of all by the opportunity to learn from watching their betters at leisure. Central Park was, in Olmsted’s words, supposed to provide “places and times for re-unions [where] the rich and poor, the cultivated and the self-made, shall be attracted together and encouraged to assimilate.”

			But on whose terms?

			Those few poor able to make it up to the park were immediately confronted with a list of rules telling them what not to do. Restrictions included no walking on the grass, no “group picnics,” and no “strenuous activity.” Although Olmsted had originally designated a ten-acre playground by the Sheep Meadow as “the Ball Ground,” ball playing was completely forbidden when Central Park opened in 1857. The rule was eased after nine years of remonstrations, to allow schoolboys to play on three designated days a week, if they could produce a note from their principal and a certificate of good attendance.

			Certainly there was no ball playing even contemplated by grown men, much less Broadway actors. Nothing like that would be allowed until the 1920s. While the rich were allotted drives and transverses for their favorite outdoor pastimes, riding and carriaging, no favor was shown to anyone else.

			Traveling hours just to watch the rich cavort? This was not what most New Yorkers thought of as fun. Especially when it was so much easier just to go to Jersey.

			

			—

			The Elysian Fields had been opened in 1824 by John Stevens, one of those gratingly productive polymaths the nineteenth century seemed to turn out by the bushel. An inventor, engineer, lawyer, and businessman, Stevens had also served as a captain in the Continental army and snatched up seven hundred acres of land in Hoboken after it was confiscated from a prominent Tory. Hoping to develop most of this, he sought to draw prospective buyers from New York with a riverfront amusement park. The Elysian Fields offered almost every entertainment imaginable: plays and concerts, dancing and skating, landscaped gardens, a deer park and a “buffalo hunt,” tenpin bowling, a miniature railway, a wax museum, “a drinking spa,” hotels and taverns, parades and fireworks, primitive carnival rides, fishing, boxing, wrestling, horse racing, lumberjack contests, and, eventually, baseball.

			None of this could be called fun, of course. Stevens promoted his park, too, as a place of “health and recreation” and “pure air,” where one might escape “the dust, noise, and bad smells of the city.” Like so many generations of ballpark proprietors to come, he even lobbied for the city authorities to subsidize his enterprise as a civic good.

			New York’s elected officials were too busy stealing directly for themselves to consider handouts to the owners of ballparks, particularly ones in New Jersey. But even without a subsidy, by the 1830s twenty thousand Manhattanites a day were ferrying over to Hoboken on summer weekends. They sailed over on a John Stevens–invented steamboat, to ride on a Stevens-invented train, and play in the Stevens-built park. By the 1840s, though, the resort had begun to decline. Muggings, robberies, knifings, brawls, and rapes abounded. A beautiful shopgirl was murdered in its lovers’ lane, a crime so lurid and infamous it inspired an Edgar Allan Poe mystery. The Elysian Fields became a place of gamblers and gang b’hoys, loitering in low dives and rancid hotels that, in the words of one visitor, “blasted the senses…by reeking forth fumes of whiskey and tobacco.”

			Central Park, it wasn’t. But none of this deterred ballplayers from making their way over—at least in part because they were already quite used to this rough-and-tumble milieu back in New York. The game was not played exclusively by lawyers and clerks and aspiring gentlemen. John Thorn would manage to exhume the records of the Magnolia Ball Club, which had apparently been quite consciously buried deep beneath the pastoral baseball legend. The Magnolia, Thorn discovered, was “a ball club composed not of white-collar sorts with shorter workdays and gentlemanly airs but sporting-life characters, from ward heelers to billiard-room operators and bigamists.” They “included shoulder hitters and fire laddies, Bowery Boys and ward heelers, Nativists and anti-Masons, brothel owners and saloonkeepers, sporting men and subterraneans….Baseball was their game, too.”

			These were the other gentlemen of New York who might find their afternoons free for a game of ball. They drank grog and beer at their postgame banquets, rather than claret and champagne, and they marked the start of New York baseball’s intimate involvement with local politics, a connection that would both hobble and facilitate the game’s progress, right up to the present day.

			The Magnolia was playing ball at the Elysian Fields as early as 1843. The New York Club, for one, might have made it to Hoboken even earlier, and others soon followed. The Knickerbockers played their first match in Hoboken on October 6, 1845, another intramural game. And on the cold, windy afternoon of October 21, 1845, the New York Ball Club played the first known interclub game, drubbing the Brooklyn Ball Club, 24–4, in four innings. The two clubs would go on to play again on October 24, back in Brooklyn, with New York winning, 37–19, to claim the first, informal baseball championship.

			By 1855, the Knickerbocker, the Eagle, and the Empire clubs were all playing regularly at the Elysian Fields, and by the Civil War there were eight clubs there, occupying five acres of baseball and cricket fields. Several of these teams built themselves clubhouses, and the Knickerbockers kept a room in the Colonnade Hotel. By 1856, matches between the top clubs—still a rarity—were drawing as many as eight thousand spectators.

			What this meant was men of all different classes playing each other—and playing even in the most turbulent, working-class surroundings. Ironically, it was the baseball fields of Hoboken that were bringing about the “consolidation,” the coming together of rich and poor, immigrants and “native Americans” (as American-born whites were then called), that the city’s reformers had hoped to accomplish in Central Park. It was baseball, played next to bawdy houses and “drinking spas,” that had a more democratizing—and assimilating—effect than watching toffs trot by in their carriages. The ball field was established as a public space where, for better and for worse, men and boys could go and act out—the start of another long tradition in New York, one that more than once threatened to overwhelm the sport on the field.
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			“The Snap, Go, Fling”

			Why were they drawn to baseball? For starters, it was pretty much the only game in town.

			It was not quite true, as an English visitor sneered, that “the Alpha and Omega of sport in the United States” was “to roll balls in a ten pin alley by gaslight or to drive a fast trotting horse in a light wagon along a very bad and dusty road”—but it was close. The only major, professional sports in the United States by the mid-nineteenth century were horse racing, always a rich man’s game, and bare-knuckle prizefighting, a gory, corrupt spectacle that was banned in many places.

			Aside from the sport of kings and the sweet science, outdoor pastimes might include the occasional foot race, lawn bowling or tennis, rowing and sailing, and target shooting—though most of these activities, too, were restricted to the well-off.

			For the urban poor, the choices were dismal. According to Luc Sante, “the premier betting sport of the nineteenth century” in New York was rat baiting, in which men bet on how long it would take a trained “rat terrier” to kill a “century” of rats. (The record was eleven minutes, thirty seconds.) Organized dogfights, cockfights, and other forms of animal torture proliferated. Even bearbaiting had once been popular in New York, though, as Sante notes, “that sport gradually dissipated as the number of available bears decreased, although matches continued to be held up to the Civil War, notably in McLaughlin’s bear pit at First Avenue and Tenth Street.”

			Those men not so drunk at the end of an evening that they felt like falling into a dark hole filled with criminals and the stench of thousands of dead rats were continually searching out other manly associations. They joined militia companies, political clubhouses, workingmen’s associations, guilds, even society libraries—anywhere they could band together against the terrors and anonymity of life in the city.

			Another venue was the city’s many volunteer fire companies. These served as intricate social organizations from which arose many of the city’s first political factions—and its baseball teams. The Knickerbockers were derived in part from a fire company of the same name. Much of the Magnolia’s roster belonged to the same fire company. Boss Tweed got his start with the Americus Fire Company, down on the Lower East Side, which would lend its tiger head symbol to Tammany Hall and its nickname, Big Six, to the city’s first baseball superstar. Tweed would also become the major, behind-the-scenes sponsor of the New York Mutuals, drawn from the Mutual Hook and Ladder Company No. 1.

			In the streets of New York, firefighting presaged all of the spectacle and the fetishes of modern, professional sports. Each volunteer company had detailed histories of their service carefully recorded by company clerks, wore distinctive uniforms, and elected a hierarchy of captains and assistant captains. “Fire laddies” tended to be the biggest, boldest, most athletic young men in their wards. They were worshipped by local boys, who vied to be runners for the companies and pooled their pennies to buy special suspender buckles and wagon fixtures for their heroes. The companies all had their own colorful bramble of nicknames: the Old Honey Bee, the Boots Out the Window company, the Dashing Half-Hundred, the Live Oak, the Old Turk, the Singing Engine, Ye Old Silver Nine. (One company, known as the Quills, was made up solely of clerks and was famous for the fastidious minutes of its meetings.) While fires blazed, company stewards walked among the men like hot dog vendors, handing out food and brandy, singing at them, “Eat some more cheese and a good slice of ham / And wash it well down with another good dram,” while “fire tenors” would come out to further entertain the onlookers with their favorite tunes.

			The game of baseball offered an entertainment that was not as dramatic as a fire, but one that moved with the pace of the city, the nation, the time. Whitman called it “America’s game; it has the snap, go, fling of the American atmosphere; it belongs as much to our institutions, fits into them as significantly as our Constitution’s laws; it is just as important in the sum total of our historic life.” To Mark Twain it was “the very symbol, the outward and visible expression of the drive and push and rush and struggle of the raging, tearing, booming nineteenth century.”

			Strange as this may sound today, when baseball is generally derided for proceeding at a glacier’s gallop, the game did move quickly, as yet unburdened by commercials, and endless pitching changes, and batting-glove adjustments. Unlike cricket, baseball didn’t require a pristinely rolled playing field. Much like the premier urban game of today, basketball, players needed relatively little equipment and virtually no money to take part.

			“In baseball,” exulted Henry Chadwick, “all is lightning; every action is swift as a seabird’s flight.”

			

			—

			By the Civil War, it was New York City’s version of baseball that had become the national game, all but extinguishing every other form of bat-and-ball game in the Northeast. The war would spread it around the country, establishing its dominance everywhere.

			Why was this? What exactly was the New York game, and what distinguished it from everything else?

			Here the Knickerbockers made their seminal contribution, in consolidating, formalizing, and studiously jotting down what other ball clubs around the city had already improvised. The “Knickerbocker Rules” decreed the following: The infield was to be shaped like a diamond, with four bases, including home plate. No physical interference with fielders by base runners was allowed. The ball was to be pitched underhand to a batter at the plate, a fixed number of players were allowed on the field at any one time, and they were to take regular turns at bat, in an established order. Batters were out if they missed three (swinging) strikes, but only if the catcher held on to the last one—an ancient rule that would devastate all of Brooklyn almost a century later. There were three outs to an inning, and batters were retired by striking out, by being tagged or forced at a base, or by a ball caught on the fly or the first bounce—not by a fielder hitting them with a thrown ball. Fair and foul territory were clearly distinguished, and players could not reach base on a foul ball. The umpire’s decisions would stand. And there was a balk rule, although no one understood it even then.

			Over the years to come, the Knickerbocker Rules would be modified repeatedly. The ball-and-strike regulations would change several times, and the distance between home plate and the pitcher’s mound would shrink, then lengthen, before settling in at sixty feet, six inches. The “first bounce” rule was eliminated (1865), and sidearm (1883) and then overhand (1884) pitching would be allowed. Major revisions would come with the first two conventions of the National Association of Base Ball Players (NABBP), held at Smith’s Hotel in Manhattan, which set the basepaths at ninety feet, the length of the game at nine innings—as opposed to when one team scored twenty-one “aces,” or runs. The number of men on the field was also fixed at nine, giving baseball its seemingly mystical concatenation of nines and threes.

			By the Civil War, almost every region still had its own favorite variations of bat and ball. Some were already fading fast, such as “wicket,” the form of English “country cricket” that was favored in Connecticut and that George Washington had played at Valley Forge. It would soon vanish almost entirely—leaving only the vestigial dirt path from mound to plate that would also come to play its own strange part in the epic of New York baseball.

			The New York game’s main competitors were Philadelphia town ball and the Massachusetts game. The field for the Philly game was arranged around a circle of four stakes, twenty feet apart, along with a fifth stake in the middle serving as a sort of substitute pitcher’s mound. Batters used either a small, rounded bat called a “delill,” which they swung with one hand, or a larger, flat-sided, cricket-style bat. Teams played either eleven innings with one out an inning or a two-inning game in which the entire side (all eleven men) had to be retired before the inning was over. Scores tended to be very high, with teams routinely plating more than seventy-five runs.

			The Massachusetts game was something else again. It was played not on a diamond or a circle but a square. There were four bases, one at each corner, set sixty feet apart from each other, and that same fifth stake or base serving for a pitcher’s mound. The ball was pitched overhand, from a distance of thirty to thirty-five feet. There could be seven to fourteen players a side, though the usual number was eleven, and just one out an inning. But the big differences were these: runners were retired by being hit with a thrown ball, and there was no foul territory or even rules that the runners had to stay within the baselines.

			There is the promise of a certain wonderfully daft anarchy embedded in these rules or anti-rules, a sort of baseball combined with dodgeball. Batters could theoretically hit the ball behind them, or race all over the field trying to avoid a throw.

			John Thorn jibes that “the Massachusetts game of baseball was in many ways the superior version, for both players and spectators.” It demanded a superior athleticism to the “prissy New York game,” which was designed “for unathletic clerks to play.” The latter prevailed, he speculates, only “through superior press agentry.”

			“It did not matter that the Massachusetts game more accurately reflected American reality, who we were in the 1850s,” contends Thorn. “The genteel New York game represented who we wished to become.”

			A greater problem would be building a stadium large enough to accommodate this three-ring circus. Nor were the players of the Massachusetts game quite as manly and rugged as Thorn implies. Players were hit or “soaked” with a light rubber ball that could not be hurled more than two hundred feet. The Knickerbockers had started play with a similar ball, but it had begun to wear out Doc Adams, the first shortstop, who had to constantly run out from his position to field relays.

			While it can’t be said that there was any one father of baseball, the best claim to paternity is held by Adams. Son of an outspoken abolitionist, graduate of Yale and Harvard, he was a general practitioner who spent much time treating the poor at the New York Dispensaries and who considered his marriage “the crowning achievement of my life.” Universally well regarded, he was named “the Nestor of Ball Players” when he finally resigned from the Knickerbockers.

			It was Adams—not Doubleday, not Cartwright, not Henry Chadwick—who was the single most important individual in the development of the modern game. It was Adams who was elected president of the Knickerbockers and president of the convention of ballplayers who would consolidate “the Knickerbocker Rules.” And it was Doc Adams who was in charge of making baseballs and bats for all the clubs in Manhattan at that time. The good doctor happened upon a “Scotch saddler” who showed him how to put together, in his description, “three or four ounces of rubber cuttings, wound with yarn and then covered with the leather [horsehide].”

			This made for something still much softer than a modern baseball. But it was not a ball with which you could easily soak a runner—not without risking a serious injury or starting a brawl. “Hardball” sounded the death knell, as Thorn astutely notes, of the fascinating “running/fielding” game that was the Massachusetts version, in favor of the “pitcher/hitter” game we know today. But it is this very confrontation of the pitcher and the hitter that makes baseball unique—that makes it an individual competition within a larger team game.

			Far from mandating the triumph of a less athletic game, Adams’s brilliant innovation was the first step toward the modern fastball, a weapon that could be hurled toward one’s head—or batted back—with truly lethal force. Only the very best athletes would be able to throw it, field it, hit it, dodge it. It also brought the faintest whiff of death into the game, the consequence if you failed to handle the hardball. This would become all too real a threat on a New York ball field.
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			“One or More Colored Persons”

			By the start of the Civil War there were an estimated 50 clubs in New York and Brooklyn alone, along with another 60 youth, or “feeder,” clubs. The sport had become almost a mania in New Jersey, where there were 130 adult clubs, including 42 in Jersey City and 36 in Newark.

			The players dressed themselves in elaborate new uniforms, modeled after the militia companies of the time, complete with trimmed pants, and shirts, and caps. They comprised all classes and professions. There were teams composed solely of shipbuilders, firefighters, actors, postal clerks, bank clerks, ferrymen, newspaper reporters and printers’ devils, government bureaucrats, and ministers. There were the Manhattans, a club made up of policemen; and the Phantoms, who were bartenders; and the Pocahontas Club, who were all milkmen (Pocahontas being a sort of secular American saint in the common white imagination). There were the Metropolitans, who were schoolteachers; and the Columbia Club of Orange, New Jersey, who were hatters; and the Aesculapians of Brooklyn, who consisted entirely of eye doctors.

			Teams such as the Knickerbockers tried hard for a time to maintain the genteel, white-collar cast of their games. The club fined its own players fifty cents for disobeying the captain, twenty-five cents for arguing with the umpire, six cents for profanity. Women were invited to attend games, in the fond hope that they would maintain baseball’s respectability. In 1867, the Knickerbockers even held baseball’s first “ladies’ day” promotion, a tradition that would continue for more than a century. The growing rowdiness of the sport, both on the field and in the stands, was commonly blamed on Irish and German immigrants.

			“The emerging baseball fiction of the day, written mainly by Northeastern Victorian literati for a respectable middle-class audience, featured proper Brahmin heroes and suitably coarse Irish antagonists described as gang members, ‘blackguards,’ and ‘brutes,’ ” notes historian Robert F. Burk.

			Yet the runaway popularity of baseball swept it inevitably toward professionalism. Big crowds meant gambling—an obsession among American men at the time—and gambling meant money, and once money was on the line, clubs would look for the best players, regardless of their “breeding” or their background. The older Anglo clubs attempted, ironically, to preserve their amateurism by erecting walls of money against interlopers. The NABBP charged a $5 initiation fee, passed a code of conduct, and banned gambling, the jumping by players from one club to another, and even the Knickerbockers’ beloved postgame banquets. Here already, four years before the Civil War, were the same points of contention that would bedevil the game for years to come: just compensation, freedom of contract, gambling, and the use of dubious substances.

			The NABBP would fail utterly in dealing with all of these issues. It would do even worse in dealing with another subject that would bedevil baseball for many decades to come—just as it had always bedeviled America.

			

			—

			Irish and German immigrants might be grudgingly allowed into baseball, even occasional Jews and Italians and Native Americans. Yet the need to find more professional talent did not extend to another group who had been there from the beginning of the New York game, just as they were there almost from the beginning of the city. As early as 1840, a Black newspaper, The Colored American, was mentioning “lads” of color playing in the same Madison Square Garden area where white players convened. Black clubs such as the Unknown of Weeksville, the Henson of Jamaica, the Monitor of Brooklyn, and the Uniques and the Union, both of Williamsburg, were soon in action, and the first confirmed game between two Black teams in what is now New York City took place in what was then the independent town of Jamaica, on November 15, 1859. (The Henson Base Ball Club topped the Unknowns in a pitchers’ duel, 54–43.) Black clubs were organized throughout the Northeast, including an early Washington, D.C., squad, the Alerts, whose players included a young government clerk named Frederick Douglass, Jr., son of Frederick Douglass, the great abolitionist leader.

			Yet no Black club was invited to convene with the National Association of Base Ball Players. No doubt, this reflected in part the NABBP’s eagerness throughout its existence to recruit white southern clubs (which could not have been less interested in joining). But there was plenty of racism up north, too. Even raising the question of including Black clubs was thought to risk a “rupture” and a dangerous “division of feeling”—though in fact there appeared to be sadly little “division of feeling” on this issue among the white clubs.

			The issue was finally forced by a bunch of out-of-towners. The Pythians of Philadelphia were a leading Black club, one with impeccable credentials. The team was organized and led by a pair of Black school principals, Octavius Valentine Catto and Jacob C. White, Jr. Both men were scholars in mathematics, teachers, and tutors. Both had also been born free and were activists fighting for abolition and equal rights. White was a successful businessman as well; Catto had served as a major during the Civil War and helped to raise eleven regiments of Black troops.

			They also played baseball. Catto, a hard-hitting infielder, led the Pythians on the field, while White was the club secretary. They occasionally played white ball clubs in Philly as well as Black ones and shared a field with the original Philadelphia Athletics, who supported the idea of integrated baseball. In 1867, Catto and White put the NABBP to the test, by formally applying for membership at the association’s winter meeting. They were denied entrance, the Pythians, by the NABBP’s three-man Nominating Committee, which claimed that as far as it knew, no clubs in the association “are composed of persons of color, or any portion of them,” and that “based upon this view…they unanimously report against the admission of any club which may be composed of one or more colored persons.”

			The New York State Base Ball Association would also rule out Black players in 1870—at the same meeting in which it readmitted two of Boss Tweed’s Mutual players, expelled for fixing games, as members in good standing. Instead, Blacks were advised “to organize a National Association of their own.”

			The following year, Octavius Catto, just thirty-two, was murdered during a contentious Philadelphia election, shot dead on the street for trying to vote by one Frank Kelly, an Irish tough from the city’s Democratic political machine. Kelly would be acquitted. Catto would be honored with a statue in front of Philadelphia’s city hall—146 years later.
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			The Professionals

			The drive toward professionalism—at least for white players—would go on. Within a year of its founding, the Knickerbockers had recruited a paid “ringer,” a young English immigrant jeweler and pitching star named Harry Wright who would revolutionize the game.

			Wright, already a professional cricketeer, saw nothing wrong with accepting money for spending his valuable time on a ball field. Why should he? The same year of Wright’s baseball debut, 1858, marked the first time an admission fee was levied to see a baseball game. The proprietors of the Fashion Race Course, out on Long Island—very near the site of the Mets’ home park in Flushing—put together what was the first all-star game in history, a series of three matches over the course of the summer between all-star teams from New York and Brooklyn.

			The promoters charged fifty cents a head. This was a considerable sum for the day—perhaps as much as $92 in today’s currency, when figured as a percentage of the wages of an unskilled laborer. Nevertheless, they got their money. For each game, packed special trains brought capacity crowds of four thousand “kranks,” as fans were then called, out from the two cities to see the New Yorkers capture two out of three. The all-star games were so popular they soon became a regular event, the “Silver Ball” championships, played for a rather sinister trophy of a hand holding an inscribed silver baseball.

			Once money was being collected at the gate, the players wanted a piece of the action, and they got it. By the late 1860s, players in the New York area might well have been averaging $600–$900 a season, including $1,000–$2,500 for top stars—all at a time when even clerks and skilled laborers rarely made more than $500 a year. This meant players were making somewhere between $50,000 and $200,000 in today’s terms, which created a frenzy among kranks and the new “sportswriters,” just as it always would when ballplayers were revealed to be playing for more than the love of the game.

			Henry Chadwick, “Father Baseball,” an austere, disputatious writer for several metropolitan papers, decried a host of new, “evil influences” upon baseball, which he saw chiefly as gamblers, “rough[s],” and “foul-mouthed, blaspheming ‘sport[s].’ ” “Revolvers”—players who switched teams for the promise of more money—were especially reviled. And in 1868, Old Pete O’Brien, a veteran baseballist on the Brooklyn Atlantics, set what might have been the official record for Earliest Lamentation for Some Bygone Era of Baseball:

			
				Somehow or other they don’t play ball nowadays as they used to some eight or ten years ago. I don’t mean to say that they don’t play it as well….But I mean that they don’t play with the same kind of feelings or for the same objects they used to….It appears to me that ball matches have come to be controlled by different parties and for different purposes than those that prevailed in 1858 or 1859.

			

			Ah, for the halcyon days of 1858! But Father Baseball and Old Pete had a point. Professionalism and especially gambling were threatening to make a farce of the game. “Hippodroming,” or fixing games, was rife, with the worst abuses, unsurprisingly, perpetrated by various elements of Tammany Hall, New York’s burgeoning political machine. John “Old Smoke” Morrissey, the boxer, gang leader, and Tammany sachem who would soon make Saratoga into a gamblers’ paradise, was said to use the players on his Troy Haymakers team “like loaded dice and marked cards.”

			Boss Tweed ran his own club, the New York Mutuals, who were reputed to have a payroll of $38,000—all of it supplied by taxpayers, in the form of no-show jobs in the city’s Street and Coroner’s departments. In 1865, three of Tweed’s Mutuals were accused of “laying down” in a game against the Brooklyn Eckfords. One of them was banned for life, and the Mutuals were summarily booted out of the NABBP, only to have Tweed “persuade” the association to reinstate both player and team.

			

			—

			Yet money, legitimate or not, was also making the game better. John Thorn credits gamblers with bringing the big money into the game, and “money,” for Thorn, “was not the snake in the garden, spoiling a pastoral, amateur idyll, but instead the stimulus to creativity and excellence.”

			Much like everything else in New York, baseball would now advance in brilliant improvisations. The bunt was invented by one Tom Barlow of the Atlantics, inspiring some players to use specially flattened bats. Harry Wright invented the (underhand) off-speed pitch, or “dewdrop.” And on October 7, 1867, an eighteen-year-old hurler for the Brooklyn Excelsiors named William Arthur “Candy” Cummings tried out a pitch he had been practicing for years in a match against the Harvard varsity up at Cambridge. With just “a sharp twist with the middle finger,” he gave the ball “a swift rotary motion.” (In keeping with the pastoral traditions of the game, he claimed to have developed his new pitch zipping clamshells across the Gowanus Creek.)

			Cummings had discovered the curveball, a sensation so profound that “a surge of joy flooded over me that I shall never forget”—a joy that must have been tempered by the fact that he lost the game, 18–6. It was wasted altogether on Harvard’s president, Charles Eliot, who, referring to a pitcher for the Crimson’s nine a few years later, huffed, “I understand that a curve ball is thrown with a deliberate purpose to deceive. Surely this is not an ability we should want to foster at Harvard.”

			Here was the birth of what would become another perennial baseball debate. The argument over what was cheating and what was not would continue all the way down to the age of steroids. Officially, throwing a curveball was illegal in 1867. So, later, was the custom of the catcher blocking the plate, or the phantom double play, or any number of the improvisations that the Johnny Everses, the John McGraws, the Billy Martins, and so
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