
  
  
      
        
          There Must Come A Change

          The Philadelphia Pythians and the Fight for Baseball's Soul

		      
          Jim Stovall

        

        
          [image: ]

          First Inning Press

        

      

    


  
  Copyright © 2025 by Jim Stovall 
All rights reserved.
No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher or author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.






  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Introduction
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Prologue
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        The City of Brotherly Love
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        The Making of Octavius Catto
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Baseball Fever
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Champions of Colored Baseball
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        The Fight for Recognition
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Undefeated
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Breaking Through
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Election Day
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        EPILOGUE A Quest for Parity
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Bibliography and sources
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Other Books by Jim Stovall
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        The Civil War You Never Knew
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        The Death of the Admiral
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        The Frederick Alliance
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        All the Good You Can Do
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        The Lost Dynasty
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About the author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  Introduction


When I completed The Lost Dynasty , my account of how Ned Hanlon's Baltimore Orioles revolutionized professional baseball in the 1890s, I thought I had finished with a single story. The Orioles' systematic innovations—their scientific approach to hitting, their coordinated base-running, their psychological warfare—had transformed a gentleman's pastime into modern professional sport. Their tale seemed complete in itself: a beginning, a glorious middle, and a tragic end when syndicate ownership and league contraction destroyed what they had built.
But the more I reflected on Hanlon's achievements, the more I recognized that his revolution had not emerged from nothing. The players who executed his innovations had learned the game somewhere. The cultural significance that made baseball worth revolutionizing had been established by others before him. The very idea that a baseball team might represent something larger than mere athletic competition—that it might embody civic pride, social aspiration, or even political struggle—had been pioneered by men whose names Hanlon likely never knew.
And for the purposes of  this book, the Baltimore Orioles consisted only of white players and managers. As far as I could tell, the question of recruiting a Black player never came up. That issue had been settled already, and there was no need in considering it.
The Baltimore Orioles were not baseball's beginning. They were one remarkable chapter in a story that had been unfolding since before the Civil War, a story with many protagonists, multiple plot lines, and no single author.
Baseball, unlike many modern sports, has no clear origin. It was not invented by Abner Doubleday in Cooperstown—that myth was manufactured decades after the fact by men who wanted the national pastime to have a suitably heroic creation story. The truth is more complex and more interesting. Baseball evolved from various bat-and-ball games played in England and America, adapted and modified by countless players and clubs who shaped its rules, strategies, and culture according to their own circumstances and purposes. No one person created baseball. No single narrative explains its development. The game that Hanlon revolutionized in Baltimore had already been transformed many times over by people pursuing their own visions of what baseball could mean.
This series, which I have titled "First Inning Baseball," seeks to recover some of those earlier stories. Each book will focus on a team, a player, or an executive from baseball's formative decades—the period roughly from the 1860s through the early 1900s when the game took shape as America's national pastime. Some of these subjects are well known to baseball historians; others have been largely forgotten. All of them contributed something distinctive to the game's development: a tactical innovation, an organizational model, a challenge to prevailing assumptions about who could play and how the game should be played.
The post-Civil War era that produced these stories was itself a time of extraordinary transformation. The country's expanding industrial base was changing life for everyone—how people worked, where they lived, what they did with their leisure time. The railroads that carried goods across the continent also carried baseball teams, allowing clubs from different cities to compete against one another and spreading the game's popularity from coast to coast. The factories that employed millions of workers also created new patterns of time and recreation, with Saturday afternoons and occasional holidays offering opportunities for spectator entertainment that earlier generations had rarely enjoyed.
Greater attention to sports was part of this transformation, though the reasons were complex. For some, athletic competition offered respite from the monotony of industrial labor. For others, it provided a stage on which to demonstrate qualities—discipline, teamwork, strategic thinking—that the modern economy supposedly demanded. For still others, sports represented an arena in which excluded groups might prove their worth and stake their claims to full participation in American life.
Baseball absorbed all these meanings and more. The same diamond could host a game between factory workers seeking weekend diversion, a contest between elite clubs competing for civic pride, and a match that carried profound implications for the struggle over racial equality in America. The sport's flexibility—its capacity to serve different purposes for different people—helps explain its remarkable growth during these decades. It also means that baseball's early history encompasses stories far more varied than any single narrative could contain.
The stories in this series share certain characteristics. They involve firsts—the first team to attempt something, the first player to achieve something, the first challenge to some barrier that had seemed permanent. Baseball's early decades were full of such moments, when the game's rules, customs, and boundaries were still being established and when determined individuals could shape the sport's development through their innovations and their courage. These firsts matter not merely as historical curiosities but because they reveal something essential about how baseball became what it is today.
These stories also feature compelling characters—men (and sometimes women) whose lives illuminate their era while remaining recognizably human in their ambitions, struggles, and contradictions. I have no interest in hagiography. The figures in these books were products of their time, with the limitations and blind spots that implies. But they were also individuals who made choices, took risks, and faced consequences. Their stories deserve to be told with the complexity they merit.
Finally, these stories connect to larger themes in American history. Baseball has never existed in isolation from the society that produced it. The sport's development has been shaped by immigration and urbanization, by industrial capitalism and labor organization, by racial conflict and the long struggle for equality. To understand early baseball is to understand something important about America itself during a period of profound change.

      ***The Philadelphia Pythians, the subject of this book, embody all these characteristics. They were among the first—the first Black team to apply for membership in an organized baseball association, the first to challenge the color line in national baseball organization, the first participants in a recorded interracial baseball game. Their captain, Octavius Valentine Catto, was one of the most remarkable figures in nineteenth-century American history: a scholar who taught Greek and Latin, an athlete who excelled at both cricket and baseball, a soldier who helped recruit Black troops for the Union Army, and an activist who led successful campaigns to desegregate Philadelphia's streetcars and register Black voters after the Fifteenth Amendment. His assassination on Election Day 1871—shot down on a Philadelphia street while attempting to vote—represents one of the era's great tragedies, a reminder that the struggle for equality has always carried mortal costs.
The Pythians' story unfolds in Philadelphia during the tumultuous years of Reconstruction, when the promises of emancipation and citizenship collided with violent resistance and systematic exclusion. The city contained the largest free Black population in the North, yet as Frederick Douglass observed, no northern city was more prejudiced against African Americans than the so-called City of Brotherly Love. This paradox—a place that attracted Black aspirations while simultaneously denying Black equality—created the crucible in which the Pythians emerged.
For Catto and his teammates, baseball was never merely a game. They understood that competing against white teams on equal terms could demonstrate Black capability and advance the cause of equality more powerfully than petitions or protests alone. They approached the sport with the same systematic intelligence that Hanlon would later bring to Baltimore—not because they had read management theories, but because they recognized that excellence demanded preparation, coordination, and strategic thinking. They were, in their own way, pioneers of scientific baseball, even as the organized baseball establishment worked to exclude them from competition.
Their story is both triumphant and tragic. They achieved remarkable success, compiling an undefeated season in 1868 and defeating white opponents in historic interracial games in 1869. But the color line they challenged proved more durable than their resistance. When the National Association of Base Ball Players formally excluded Black teams in December 1867, they established a barrier that would not fall for eighty years. The Pythians' courage in challenging that barrier deserves to be remembered, even though—especially because—they did not live to see it collapse.
The Philadelphia Pythians are not well known today. Their story has been preserved primarily through the records that Jacob C. White Jr., the team's secretary, maintained with meticulous care—documents now housed in the Leon Gardiner Collection at the Historical Society of Pennsylvania. Without White's devotion to preserving the team's memory, much of what we know about the Pythians would have been lost. His foresight reminds us that history survives only when someone considers it worth saving.
I have tried to tell this story in a way that respects both the historical record and the general reader's patience. The endnotes provide documentation for readers who want to verify claims or pursue topics further; the narrative itself aims to be accessible without condescension. These were real people facing genuine challenges in circumstances very different from our own. They deserve to be understood on their own terms, not reduced to symbols or simplified into lessons. Their complexity is part of what makes them worth remembering.
The Pythians' story has implications that extend beyond their particular time and place. They pioneered an approach to using sport as a vehicle for social change that would echo through the next century and a half of American history. They demonstrated that excellence on the field could not guarantee equality off it—but also that the pursuit of excellence was itself a form of dignity and resistance. They showed that baseball, for all its limitations, could carry meanings that transcended the diamond.
This is the second book in the "First Inning Baseball" series. Whether you have read The Lost Dynasty or are encountering these stories for the first time, I hope you will find in the Pythians something worth your attention. Their game was played more than 150 years ago, but the questions they raised—about equality, about courage, about what sports can and cannot accomplish—remain very much with us today.
Jim Stovall

December 2025







  
  Prologue


The Grounds at Twenty-Fifth and Jefferson
September 3, 1869
They came on foot and by horseback, in carriages and on the horse-drawn streetcars that rattled along the city's iron rails. They came from the brick rowhouses of North Philadelphia and the cramped tenements near the Delaware River wharves, from the elegant townhouses of Rittenhouse Square and the modest frame dwellings of the Black neighborhoods clustered around Lombard Street. 
By early afternoon on that first Friday of September, more than four thousand people had converged on a patch of ground at the western edge of the city where two country roads—Turner's Lane and what the old maps still called Mineral Street—met the expanding grid of Philadelphia's streets.
The Jefferson Street Grounds occupied a large block bounded by Jefferson Street to the north, 25th Street to the east, Master Street to the south, and 27th Street to the west. It was not, by the standards of the era, a particularly distinguished baseball venue. The Olympics, Philadelphia's oldest organized sports club, had leased the land from the city five years earlier and built a modest clubhouse along Master Street, but the grounds retained certain rustic imperfections. 
Along the third-base line, the grass embankment of the old Spring Garden Reservoir rose like a low green hill, occasionally causing fielders to lose their footing on sharply hit balls. Trees still interrupted the outfield in places, and neighborhood dogs and the occasional stray pig had been known to wander onto the field during games. The wooden fence erected in 1866 to allow the Olympics to charge admission enclosed these imperfections without eliminating them.
But on this Friday afternoon, none of that mattered. The crowd that pressed against the restraining ropes—a crowd larger than any that had gathered at these grounds since the famous Cincinnati Red Stockings had played here in June—had not come to admire the facilities. They had come to witness something unprecedented: a baseball game between a white club and a colored one.
The weather favored the occasion. Early September in Philadelphia typically brought temperatures in the low eighties, and this Friday was no exception—warm enough to make the wool uniforms uncomfortable by the later innings, but not oppressively hot. The sky held the particular clarity of late summer, when the humidity of July and August had finally begun to break. A light breeze carried the mingled scents of the city: coal smoke from the factories to the east, the faint brackish smell of the Schuylkill River to the west, horse manure from the streets, and the earthier odors of the ballfield itself—grass and dirt and the leather of well-used baseballs.
The spectators who filled the grounds that afternoon were, by all accounts, a mixed crowd—white and Black together, though whether they stood intermingled or in separate sections the surviving accounts do not say. What the newspapers would note was their mood: curious, expectant, and remarkably orderly. 
A number of policemen patrolled the enclosure, their presence a reminder that this was not an ordinary game, that the sight of Black men competing publicly against white men carried a charge that required official supervision. But the crowd seemed more caught up in the novelty of what they were witnessing than inclined toward trouble. They had come to see something that had never been done before, and that collective awareness created its own kind of discipline.
The Olympic Ball Club was the older organization by decades—the oldest organized sports team in the nation, tracing its origins to a town ball club formed in 1833. Their members were merchants and businessmen, men of established position in Philadelphia society who had adopted the "New York game" of baseball in the late 1850s and built their clubhouse and grounds as befitted their station. They had recently undergone a restructuring that had affected both team morale and revenue; they needed a gate attraction, and the "novelty" of playing a colored team promised to draw a crowd that would help fill their treasury.
The Pythian Base Ball Club of Philadelphia was younger but no less serious in its aspirations. Founded in 1866 by students and graduates of the Institute for Colored Youth, the Pythians had spent three seasons establishing themselves as the premier Black baseball team in the region, compiling a record that included an undefeated 1868 campaign. They had applied for membership in the state and national baseball associations and been rejected—politely by the Pennsylvanians, explicitly by the nationals. The delegates to the National Association of Base Ball Players, meeting in Philadelphia in December 1867, had voted to exclude "any club which may be composed of one or more colored persons," establishing a color line that would not be crossed for eighty years.
But here they were, about to cross another line. The Pythians could not join the organized baseball establishment, but they could play against it. Colonel Thomas Fitzgerald, the founding president of the Athletics of Philadelphia and the owner of the City Item newspaper, had spent months negotiating this match and had agreed to serve as umpire. The Olympics had insisted that the game be played at their home grounds—a condition that gave them every advantage of familiarity. The Pythians had accepted.
They arrived that afternoon dressed in their club uniform: dark blue pants, white shirts, and caps that one observer described as "neat." They were, most of them, young men in their twenties—teachers and clerks, graduates of the Institute for Colored Youth who had absorbed a classical education in Latin and Greek alongside their athletic training. They carried themselves with what contemporaries would call a "gentlemanly" bearing, a deliberate dignity that was itself a form of argument.
At their head walked Octavius Valentine Catto.
He was thirty years old that September, a man of middling height with an athlete's build and a scholar's bearing. He had been born free in Charleston, South Carolina, the son of a Presbyterian minister who had earned his freedom from slavery and a mother from one of the city's distinguished mixed-race families. He had been educated at the Institute for Colored Youth, where he now taught Greek, Latin, and mathematics as principal of the male department. He had helped recruit Black soldiers for the Union Army during the war and held the rank of major in the Pennsylvania National Guard. He had led the successful campaign to desegregate Philadelphia's horse-drawn streetcars just two years earlier. He was engaged to Caroline LeCount, herself a teacher and activist, and together they represented the brightest hopes of Black Philadelphia.
And he was the captain and shortstop of the Pythians, the man who had organized this team, found its backers, scheduled its games, and now led it onto this field to face the oldest white baseball club in America.
Before the game began, Catto gathered his players and delivered instructions that would not have been necessary for any other team preparing for any other game. They were not to appeal any calls. Whatever happened on the bases, whatever decisions the opposing players made about whether a ball was fair or foul, whether a runner was safe or out—the Pythians were to accept those judgments without protest.
It was, on its face, a staggering concession. In the baseball of 1869, with only one umpire stationed at home plate, the players themselves made most of the calls. Each club was responsible for decisions in its own territory, and when disputes arose, the umpire intervened. To surrender this right was to play with a handicap
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