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The Baseball Fad in Chicago, 1865
1870: An Exploration of the Role

of Sport in the Nineteenth-Century
City

Stephen Freedman*

One day during the summer of 1866, an editorial inGhé&ago Tribune
announced the arrival of the “Age of Baseball.” “Men leave their busi-
ness and go hundreds of miles and spend day after day in playing ball,”
declared the paper. “What does it mean?” To be sure, amateur baseball
clubs had already existed in the East for twenty years, and as early as the
late 1850’s some writers had begun debating the merits of calling base-
ball the national pastime, Young midwesterners, however, were exposed
to the game much more slowly. Chicago, a city of nearly 110,000 in
1860, supported only four private baseball clubs that year (considerably
fewer than the number of clubs in cities along the Eastern seaboard); and
with the outbreak of the Civil War, even these organizations disbanded
for lack of members. But in the months following the end of the war,
baseball's popularity skyrocketed. Whereas probably fewer than a hun-
dred Chicagoans had played amateur baseball at the start of the 1860'’s,
by the winter of 1866, Chicago had enough baseball players to support
thirty-two clubs®

Chicago was not the only city to experience this dramatic increase in the
popularity of baseball; nor was baseball the only sport to capture the en-
thusiasm of American city dwellers. Rather, the baseball fad in post-war
Chicago represented but a single expression of a sudden nation-wide in-
terest in sport, which was manifested to the greatest extent in America’s
urban centers.

This paper examines the place of baseball in the culture of one
commercial city, Chicago, during the years immediately following the

*Mr. Freedman is a Ph. D. candidate in the Department of History at the University
of Chicago, Chicago, lllinois.
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Civil war? Undoubtedly, a major reason for the increased support of
the game was the fun and excitement which baseball provided for its
players and spectatotsYet the ways in which contemporary Chica-
goans voiced their approval of the sport reveals a more fundamental
connection between the new popularity of baseball and the social climate
of post-war Chicago. Baseball's most vocal enthusiasts came from a rela-
tively small group of businessmen, educators, journalists, and social re-
formers. Because of the game’s narrow following, the qualities most
commonly ascribed to baseball were symbolic expressions of deeply-
held middle class values. In the broadest sense, the baseball club was in-
corporated into the middle-class conception of the function of the city
and the way it should be organized.

Although organized for the primary purpose of playing baseball, the am-
ateur baseball club shares a common history with the many kinds of vol-
untary associations found in every city during the nineteenth century.
The role of the fraternal order, the mutual benefit society, the humani-
tarian organization, and the social reform group in the ordering of urban
life has been a subject of study since the writings of de Tocqueville. Un-
til recently, the propensity of Americans to engage in activities of this
sort was largely attributed to a widely-felt need to compensate for the
loneliness and impersonality of urban lif®educed to a state of virtual
impotence as an individual, the urbanite is bound to exert himself by
joining those of similar interest into groups to obtain his ends,” con-
cluded Louis Wirth in his landmark essay on “Urbanism as a Way of
Life.”> Within the last decade, however, historians have moved away
from an interpretation of the function of voluntary associations taken
from the standpoint of the isolated individual and have begun to explore
the contribution of these groups to the maintenance of the prevailing so-
cial order of the nineteenth-century city. In particular, it has been shown
that the native-born middle class, which tended to form the most fixed
segment of the urban population, utilized the voluntary association to
enhance the level of cohesion among its own members; to extend the
leadership role of the businessman and the professional man into the so-
cial realm; and to promote the spread of “Victorian” patterns of beha-
vior in a culturally pluralistic environmefit.

During the 1860’s, a period of rapid social change for Chicagoans, simi-
lar expectations were placed upon the baseball club. While Chicago’s
rapid growth in physical size, population, volume of business, and accu-
mulated wealth created new vistas of a glorious future for the ¢itgse

changes also brought dire threats to the kind of community values which
many believed necessary to maintain the city’s growth. For this reason
organizations like the YMCA and the Good Templars, which advanced
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the principles of thrift, sobriety, hard work, and religious observance,
received a vastly increased measure of support during the course of the
decadé The amateur baseball club, another product of the uncertainty
of the times, performed many of the same functions but in a more sym-
bolic way. The private neighborhood club, made-up of mostly middle-
class young men, gained public approval as a means of engendering Chi-
cago’s future business leaders with physical health, moral well-being,
and a staid outlook on life. At the same time, by playing baseball in a su-
pervised club setting on a baseball field located on the outskirts of town,
the players would also be kept free of the influence of gamblers and ruf-
fians who operated in the inner city. At this time, as well, several busi-
nessmen wished to extend the same benefits to their employees in the
hope of promoting a similarly upright attitude among the members of
the working clas8. Thus a game between two company-sponsored clubs
became a frequent event during these years. For these reasons, in addi-
tion to the sheer enjoyment of the game, baseball received the unwaver-
ing support of Chicago’s business community.

Chicago’s baseball enthusiasts during the early post-war years promoted
the sport as something far more valuable than an exciting new pastime.
They made elaborate claims for the health-giving and character-building
qualities of the sport. In an article appearing in the July 26, 1867 issue
of the Chicago Tribune,a baseball reporter claimed that the game was
not only a wonderful form of exercise, but a pastime which lacked all the
vulgar aspects of other men’s sports of the day. Although exciting to all
people and therefore “democratic,” baseball was nonetheless proper for
the best elements of the town to play. And, since a baseball game did no
harm to delicate sensibilities, the sport was amenable to the presence of
women?°

That same year a baseball writer for tGhicago Timesdescribed Chi-
cago’s baseball players as “a noble set of young men, vigorous, healthy,
athletic, fitted for honorable contentions . . . who would do honor to any
letter. They represent the best blood of their respective communities . . .
Baseball playing has . . . made them what they are.” Another description
portrayed the players as members of “the choicest section of our coming
businessmen, many of them are already businessmen.” Still, baseball's
popularity was spreading among all classes, so the paper claimed, and
newspapermen encouraged this development, because the rules of the
game were “based on the Decalogue.” Players had to act like gentlemen,
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and no liquor was ever allowed on the grounds. One correspondent
therefore found a “pleasing sobriety at the gafe.”

Of all of baseball's good qualities, the one to which contemporary writ-
ers most frequently referred was its healthfulness. The type of Chicagoan
whom baseball was supposed to help was, according to the papers, the
“typical city dweller”: a man cooped-up behind a desk in an office or a
woman who sat at home with nothing to do. “The average American is
pale, thin, dyspeptic, cadaverous . . . or occasinally when there has been
a recent admixture of foreign blood, assumes a sort of Falstaffian obesi-
ty,” claimed theTribune. Similarly, the average woman lived “too much
indoors and takes too little exercise . . . In summer she considers it too
hot to walk, but sits at home, inside a hotel or boarding house, and eats
too many sweets?

The necessity of exercise also had a moral side to it. At this time, a num-
ber of editors, religious figures, educators, and social reformers began
linking vigorous exercise to the development of a more religious person-
ality. In 1866, for instance, the pastor of the First Baptist church of Chi-
cago gave a series of public lectures on the benefits of exercise. Calling
the body the “casket of the mind,” he claimed that only through modera-
tion in eating, drinking, and working and through participation in
healthful exercise could men and women become more intellectual and
virtuous. Ralph Waldo Emerson echoed this thought during a lecture en-
gagement in the city, as did Harriet Beecher Stowe. In the same vein, on
the occasion of the opening of a gymnasium at a YMCA hall, Tihees
announced the coming of a “time when a healthy Christianity and a
healthy body will not be deemed incompatibla time when those who
wres}ISe in prayer shall be spiritual and physical athletes of the first or-
der.”

The idea of having a group of strong, healthy citizens also provided an
excellent advertisement for the city as a whole. According to one con-
temporary history of Chicago:

No pains of the statistician nor any reasoning of the sociologist can take from or add
to the general look of the people, and especially the children, in a question of the
health of a city, moral and material . . . [T] he native inhabitants of Chicago are obvi-
ously a rich-blooded, strong-nerved, large-brained race . . . Their looks proclaim
them s%)erior to the average American . . . They give the surest signs of future great-
ness. ..

As if to provide a further stimulus to get Chicago’s “typical citizen” out
of the office and parlor and into the fresh air, advocates of exercise pre-
sented a baneful picture of what would follow if Chicagoans remained
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soft and out of shape. Journalists expressed the fear that lack of exercise
was preventing Chicago’s upper class women from giving birth to large
families; while one editor fretted that too much soft labor was making
the city’s youth unable to defend the nation in time of need.

From the portrayal of the “typical Chicagoan” it becomes apparent that
the workingman lacked a place in the journalists’ conception of the com-
munity. Few blue collar workers spent a good part of their day working
behind desks, and few working class women had little else to do except
sit at home and eat sweets. Yet when baseball writers looked for words
to describe a baseball game, they often evoked images of physical labor:
not the dirty, mindless labor of the inner city, which only drove men to
drink, but the clean, honest labor of the countryside. If Chicago’'s base-
ball reporters did not go so far as to openly compare ballplaying with
farming, they did make favorable comparisons between each activity
and the soft, speculative labor that occupied the time of all too many
Chicagoans.

The rural motif which surrounded baseball was also emphasized by the
location of the playing field. With the exception of a few ballfields lo-
cated along the lakeshore, most of Chicago’s playing areas were placed
at least a mile from the center of townAccording to contemporary ac-
counts, many of the neighborhoods in which ballfields were plotted were
only partially built-upon and often contained sizeable tracts of open
prairie land and woods. The baseball field, “in the open air, favored by
the pure breeze of heavens,” provided health for more than the players
alone. Even the middle-aged man who only came out to watch was
“strengthened by the bracing air there only to be found.” A trip to a
baseball game meant a break from the pressures of making money, and
the businessman who took a few hours off to watch a game returned to
his “daily duty with a free breath and a free hand.” The country air,
claimed baseball’'s supporters, freed man’s natural enthusiasms, too often
pent up in the office, while the staging of a baseball game was a commu-
nity event which helped to foster the kind of fellowship rarely seen in the
working world!®

This association of the virtue of an activity and its incorporation of rural
qualities was by no means limited to sporting activities, but stood as one
of the fundamental beliefs of the American middle class during the nine-
teenth century’ The U.S. in the 1860’s was still a predominantly rural
nation, and even urbanites expressed their reverence for agriculture as a
way of life!® The leaders of Chicago's business community provide a
case-in-point. Most of the individuals who were recognized as the city’s
premier businessmen had been born and raised on farms or in small
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towns in New England and Upstate New York; and while excited by the
rapid growth of Chicago, several carried nostalgic associations of their
early years spent in rural settingsFor instance, William B. Ogden, one

of the most successful businessmen in Chicago, spent his youth in a fron-
tier community in Western New York State. In a contemporary collec-
tion of biographical sketches of Chicago businessmen, Ogden’s biogra-
pher praised this locale with the words, “The society formed and
developed through the influence of these pioneers was distinguished . . .
no less for its general intelligence than for its moral and religious charac-
ter.” Another Chicagoan whose biography appears in the same volume
was said to have “acquired his habits and his principles among the rustic
population of the Bay State [in Western Massachusetts] where the very
hills would seem to act as a restriction upon inordinate desires and
dishonorable ambition.”* In addition, Chicago businessmen also liked to
recall the hard physical labor which they performed in their youth, be-
lieving this kind of work to have contributed to their later success in
business and public life. Of Wiliam Bross, the editor of fBkicago
Tribune during the last years of the decade, it was written, “at this work
[as a lumberjack] he developed his muscular system to a high degree,
fitting his constitution to bear without injury the heavy tax which his
mental labors subsequently imposed.” Similarly, John V. Farwell, one of
the city’s foremost dry goods merchants, had spent much of his youth on
a farm in lllinois, dividing his time between farm work and primary
school. “Thus did educate both body and mind,” his biographer asserted,
“the one acquired the powers of endurance, the other information and
both 2Bequired a discipline which was of the highest consequence in after
life.”

Readers of Chicago’s newspapers also learned of the virtues of the coun-
tryside, which stood in sharp contrast to the noise, crime, and pollution
of the city. On one occasion, an editorial in fAienescounseled wealthy
Chicagoans to forgo the annual trip to the nation’s pleasure resorts like
Long Branch, New Jersey and Saratoga, New York, and to spend a week
or two among the farmers of the lllinois prairie. It was here, the paper
contended, that the urbanized American could reacquaint himself with
nature and get to know the simple, but wholesome ways of the farmer
and his family-valuable lessons for any city dwelfetn another edito-

rial entitled, “Fruit Growing and Morality,” theTimes informed its
readers that,

Fruit trees . . . civilize, elevate, and refine those with whom they come into contact
[and] are so many guarantees of refinement and, indirectly, mordity . . . One is

even tempted to believe that the virtue of a place is proportional to its possession of
trees. In Chicago, the centers of crime are almost invariably characterized by an ab-
sence of vegetation. Plant Wells Street [a part of the red light district of the city]
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with maples and the bats and owls which haunt that locality will seek some other
place. Planting trees is an inexpensive method of increasing our police force. Each
tree is a sermon without the heat and odors of a church. We cannot have too many
trees for each is a policeman, a clergyman, and an edétator.

Rather than go to the trouble of planting trees on Wells Street to drive

the undesirables away, Chicagoans of means chose instead to build their
homes where trees existed in abundance. There were several suitable lo-
cations in the city, and because of this, Chicagoans gave their home town
the exceedingly rural nickname, the Garden City.

Thus it can be seen that the healthfulness, bucolic setting, and gentle-
manly virtue which the supporters of baseball attributed to the sport,
constituted only a single expression of a widely-felt desire to maintain
the best aspects of smalltown life, even in a large metropolis. It is no
coincidence that the game of baseball became popular at a time when the
Arcadian myth of the small town in the countryside and of the neighbor-
hood bound together by primary associations was becoming increasingly
difficult to realize within the confines of the city.

Baseball was not the only sport to evoke this sort of nostalgia. Nor was it
the only sport to gain a new level of popularity in post-war Chicago. For
Chicagoans, the general desire to spend more leisure hours engaged in
games and sports found expression in the revival of interest in tradition-
al sports, like horse racing and riflery; in the general acceptance of
sports formerly reserved for children, like skating; in the development of
new interest for “fashionable” sports like billiards and croquet; as well
as in the sudden growth of support for the playing of a new sport like
baseball. This new interest in sports also corresponded to an increased
attendance at theater, dance, and musical performances, reflecting an
overall rise in the demand for expanded opportunities for public recrea-
tion>* Yet, insofar as each of these activities received comment from the
city’s journalists, baseball received the most consistently favorable press.

Horse racing and billiards, for instance, became extremely popular with
Chicago businessmen and their wives. Important billiard matches often
took place in downtown theaters and music halls, surrounded by the fin-
ery of a great social event. Likewise, the drive from the center of town to
the racetrack became an occasion for long processions of carriages down
the city’s major thoroughfares. But despite all the trappings of upper-
class splendor, both racing and billiards came to be associated with the
work of gamblers and thievés.Two spectacular murders in 1866, one
involving the death of a noted gambler and part-owner of Chicago’s
principal race horse, the other involving the death of a jockey riding in
an important match race, underscored the influx of underworld charac-
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ters into the sport. The papers also pointed to the billiard hall as the
gathering place for Chicago’s criminal elements. Furthermore, Titie

bune calculated that in 1865, the city’s billiard players spent a daily total
of $4000 just for the renting of billiard tables. What was worse, an addi-
tional $2000 went toward the purchase of alcoholic beverages. Time
spent playing billiards, claimed the paper, would have been better spent
in the pursuit of self-improvement, for the easy times inside the billiard
parlor caused a young man to lose his taste for honest industry, elevated
society, and the quieter side of Iffe.

In addition to those sports, deemed either uplifting or demoralizing de-
pending upon the nature of those in control of the occasion, Chicago also
had a number of sporting activities which were always described as a
threat to the community. Boxing and the staged confrontations between
lesser orders of mammals were the principal targets for the wrath of Chi-
cago journalists-even as descriptions of these events often took up
three or four columns of print. Chicago had laws against the staging of
these sports, so fights took place secretly and according to the most elab-
orate plans to keep the news from the police. Newspaper accounts in-
formed the public that boxing matches were often organized by saloon-
keepers and took place in direct violation of the Sabbath. Since these
events could occur almost anywhere in the city, “gross outrages” were
suffered by upright citizens who suddenly found their neighborhood
turned into a staging ground for a fight. Cursing, screaming, hissing,
gambling, drinking, and thievery were among the typical activities of the
average boxing fan, while the participants in the ring “went at each other
like hyenas.” TheTimes, not wishing to associate the sport with the
community in any way, characterized boxing as “an inundation of for-
eign ruffianism.*’

Interestingly enough, one other sport which was against the law at the
time was public bathing. As with boxing matches (which were sometimes
said to begin when two workers entered into an argument as to who was
the better man), this activity was considered to be the province of the la-
borer and the poor man. Newspapers reported the arrest of large num-
bers of men for illegal bathing during the summer months, although the
issue of providing public bathing facilities did receive a forum in the ed-
itorial pages of Chicago’s dailies and on the floor of the Common
Council. The gist of the argument in favor of erecting such establish-
ments was that aside from the services of the midwife and the undertak-
er, the poor in the city had no other opportunity to take a decent bath.
Opponents of such projects countered with the claim that public bathing
was obscene and constituted a public nuisance to those persons who
owned property near the shorelffe.
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The benefits of sport, a sound body, a refreshed spirit, and an upright
character were therefore not open to everyone. Just as the laboring man
did not figure in the image of the “typical city dweller” for whom exer-
cise was necessary, neither did he receive any legitimate means of enjoy-
ing himself when not at work. Workingmen’s activities violated middle-
class notions of decency and were considered unsuitable for the “city
dweller” to partake in.

In some cases, the ethnic character of a sport raised objections to the
spread of its popularity. Gymnastics, like baseball, came into vogue in
Chicago during these years; and among the chief organizers of gymnas-
tics clubs were prominent Chicago businessmen. Enthusiasts of the sport
claimed that gymnastics “will prevent sickness, bestow cheerfulness and
high spirits, and secure a manly figure and a fine physique.” However,
most of the gymnastics programs organized during the 1860's were car-
ried out under the aegis of the German Turnvereine, a group of ethnic
sport societies, which combined the functions of a sporting club, social
organization, benevolent society, and political pressure group. the Tur-
ners, like the members of the YMCA and the temperance societies,
formed the vanguard in a broad-based struggle to determine which cul-
tures would maintain themselves within the city limits. Although this
conflict generally centered around the issues of prohibition and Sunday
blue laws, the editor of th€hicago Timesonce accused the Turners of
trying to “Germanize” the American part of Chicago’s population. Oth-
er writers pointed out the frequent occurrence of beer-drinking after the
completion of an exhibition of Turner gymnastics. Actually, journalistic
coverage of German sporting events sometimes contained praise for the
“German spirit,” yet those activities which promoted Americanism were
clearly favored by the English-language press. And baseball, in the
minds of its enthusiasts, symbolized the assertion of American culture:
the driving, dominating spirit that characterized the Yankee. Thus, at a
time when Chicago’s native-born population made-up only half of the
total number of inhabitants, baseball became one of the activities which
displayed the ideals of the “Victorian Americans” to the public Vitw.

The ideology which surrounded baseball in the post-war years was also
expressed in the organization of the amateur baseball club. Both the
principles upon which the club was founded and social functions it was
designed to serve reveal an underlying conception of the moral commu-
nity, bound together by primary associations.
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Chicago’s first baseball players organized their clubs along quite formal
lines. Each club elected a president and secretary; and usually a treasur-
er, vice president, at least one captain, and sometimes a separate board
of directors, as well. New members joined the club by election, a certain
minority number of “no” votes constituting a rejection of the applicant.
Not everyone knew how to go about organizing a baseball club, and the
general interest in club-formation created a market for such books as
Beadle’'s Dime Base Ball Playewnhich was published in the East but was
sold in Chicago during the late 1860’s. Books like Dene Base Ball
Player not only explained the rules of the game, but also provided pros-
pective club organizers with information on how to choose members,
how to pick a captain, and how to lay out a field. According to the 1866
edition, club members, before admitting a new applicant, had to be sure
that he was a person of good habits and character. “A person of quarrel-
some disposition. . .will. . .deter good men from joining,” counseled
Henry Chadwick, the editor. Chadwick, a noted baseball expert of his
day, also suggested the implementation of small fines for use of profane
language, failure to obey the captain’s orders during a “field exercise,”
and for absence without excuse during a practice session or game. Clubs
were required to pay their own expenses at all times, never receive a cent
for playing baseball, and never engage in a contest with any club which
used players who had become members less than thirty days before the
date of the contesf.

In its organizational scheme, the baseball club consisted of a larger num-
ber of members than the nine players on the field. According to the rules
of the National Association of Base Ball Players, a nation-wide organi-
zation governing amateur baseball, baseball clubs had to include at least
eighteen members, enough for two teams. Both teams were necessary
since amateur baseball clubs were originally conceived of as clubs which
played baseball for the enjoyment of the game, not as organized compet-
itive units. In addition to the eighteen (or more) players, relatives,
friends, and respected members of the community often became mem-
bers, and even women could join. A baseball game on a neighborhood
lot, then, became a kind of community event, and reports of the games
(most of which were provided to the newspapers by club members or
those close to them) usually referred to the spectators as the “friends” of
the club.

Clubs generally arranged matches by formal written correspondence be-
tween the respective secretaries. Newspaper readers then learned of an
upcoming game through a public “invitation” issued by one of the clubs.

The fact that friends and relations were in attendance emphasized the
need for gentlemanly demeanor on the playing field, because what the
players did during the game reflected on the people in the stands and of-
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ten on the neighborhood as a whole. For this reason, gentlemanly players
frequently received the same amount of praise from journalists as did
players showing unusual ability.

Since women and girls were known to attend, baseball games also took
on a sort of romantic quality. One image of the ballplayer was the hand-
some young man who played his heart out for the club, while his adoring
girlfriend watched from the stands. This image prompte@hacago
Times correspondent to compose the following inquiries for the enter-
tainment page of one Sunday edition:

If a player has struck out for home with the girls, does the scorer put it down on the
slate?. .Suppose a player accidentally hits one of the ‘dear little ducks’ who witness
the game, would it not be a ‘fowl ball. . .If a fellow expects his Dulcinea to be pre-
sent and she does not come, can the poor fellow be put out afbut it?

Just as individual competitive ability at best shared equal status with
praiseworthy behavior on the field, so too was the gentlemanly de-
meanor of the entire club given an equal rank with its competitive abili-
ty. Ideologues of the sport considered a contest between two clubs, not
so much as a public exhibition of each club’s ability to win, but as a
means of promoting good fellowship among members of different orga-
nizations. This emphasis on “friendly” competition was manifested in
the role of the umpire. Players had to obey the umpire’s decisions, as al-
ways, and some clubs instituted fines for disobedience or for protesting
too vociferously. Yet clubs almost always chose the umpire from among
the non-playing members of one of the competing clubs or from among
the members of a neutral club in attendance; and if the umpire should
happen to feel unsure about a decision, it was considered acceptable
practice for him to consult any spectator who may have had a better
view of the play. Not infrequently, visiting clubs were féted after the
game, while end-of-season banquets for club members and their friends
added to the social functions of the baseball &fub.

Thus, through his participation in a private, neighborhood club, the up-
standing young man could satisfy his urge to be sociable and to play,
while his involvement in a wholesome and constructive activity would
publicly maintain his standing in the community. Chicagoans at this
time also sought to regulate play on a regional and even national level.
Starting in the winter of 1865, Chicago club members, along with repre-
sentatives from clubs as far away as St. Louis, created organizations like
the North Western Association and the lllinois State Association of Base
Ball Players to maintain the rules of amateur play. Chicago businessmen
were among the leaders of these new associations, and they received un-
reserved praise from the newspapers for their efforts. Tinees de-
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scribed in an 1866 meeting of the North Western Association as an
effort to “improve baseball, to spread its practice, and to scatter its
blessing of health and pleasure among the community.” The papers also
supported the effort on the part of the new regulatory bodies to stand-
ardize the playing of baseball along club liff&s.

At the same time, the newspapers claimed that one could not pass by a
city park or lot without seeing two or three young men engaged in the
practice of the game. Nonetheless it is difficult to gauge exactly how
popular baseball was on the unorganized level because the press only
covered ball games played by amateur clubs or by groups of prominent
citizens*

Evidence taken from newspaper reports combined with an attempt to
trace the background of ballplayers listed in the box scores of games sug-
gests that workers did play the game, but for the most part, baseball was
a game played by young men of greater wealth and standing. The new-
ness of the sport plus the need to find enough players to form a club,
probably allowed for some blue-collar and foreign-born participation;
and, of course, class lines were not everywhere so rigid that friendships
among men of different occupational levels were an impossible occur-
rence. Yet there were greater difficulties for a workingman desirous of
pursuing the national pastime than for an individual earning a higher
salary and enjoying more opportunities to take time off from work.

Anyone wanting to play ball had to contend with the cost of transporta-
tion to a field and the loss of salary incurred by taking time off to play.
As was indicated, baseball fields were generally located at a distance of
one-to-two miles from the center of town in areas which remained at
least partially undeveloped. Workers usually lived much closer to their
place of employment, which meant an extra level of expense for any la-
borer interested in joining an amateur club. Baseball games during this
period often began between two and three o’clock in the afternoon,
which meant the necessity to take the afternoon off (particularly since
Sunday games were not allowed). At a time when day-laborers earned an
average of one dollar and fifty cents per day for ten hours work, few
could afford the luxury of baseball playifiy.

Chicago’s entrepeneurs expressed little sympathy with the idea of allow-
ing their employees more free time to develop their personal ifves.
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What several businessmen were willing to—€dn terms of baseball play-
ing-was to structure their workers’ leisure-time play within the context
of company activities. By 1870, Chicago featured over fifty company
clubs (while amateur clubs numbered their highest total, about forty-
five, three years earlier and then declined in numbers); and within the
next two years, the newspapers were reporting as many as thirty compa-
ny teams playing ball in a single afternoon. The principal groups of com-
panies engaged in regular play were wholesale dry goods firms; printing,
metal-working, and several other manufacturing concerns; railroads,
banks, and newspapers. For the most part, these were operations utiliz-
ing large numbers of workers and often featuring well-developed divi-
sions of labor.

While neighborhood clubs sported fancy names like Excelsior, Resolute,
and Independent (names that were also utilized by Eastern clubs), com-
pany nines generally called themselves the John V. Farwell Company
Base Ball Club, and the like. Some clubs developed pet names like the
Shoddys (members of a wholesale dry goods firm) or the Paragorics
(members of a wholesale drug company); but just as often the company
club chose to name itself after some official in the firm.

Company play offered workers time off from work, a trip to some open
ground, and the benefits of ballplaying. Undoubtedly the workers them-
selves expressed a desire to participate in the new sort; as to the motiva-
tion behind the decision of their bosses to sponsor a company team,
there exists only indirect evidence. Two of the most active supporters of
company teams were John V. Farwell and Marshall Field. Farwell, when
not engaged in the dry goods business, was extremely active in religious
organizations, temperance societies, and the YMCA. He also served as
an officer in one of Chicago’s gymnastics clubs: an indication that he be-
lieved in the principle of “sound mind-sound body.” In his later years,
Farwell included in his memoirs the following advice to young men bent
on success: “Good books, good company, pure amusements, and noble
purpose, ah young man keep them always in your hé&arSince
Farwell did approve of athletics, he may well have considered baseball
as a “wholesome amusement” and a proper activity for his staff.

Marshall Field’s dry good firm, then known as Field, Leiter, and Palmer,

instituted what was most likely Chicago’s most comprehensive company
baseball program during the late sixties and early seventies. As many as
five teams organized by members of separate departments of the firm
engaged in the competition for the company championship. Field, like

Farwell, was interested in matters of personal morality and was deter-
mined that his employees should deport themselves in public in a man-
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ner reflective of the high stature and good reputation of the company.
Field’'s employees represented the firm at all times, and a member of the
staff was answerable for any indiscretion committed during leisure
hours. Employees therefore received warnings against the frequenting of
billiard parlors, dance halls, gambling houses, or any establishment
which served intoxicating beverag&sHere too, baseball was probably
considered to be a suitable activity which reflected well on the players
and the company.

However, the players at Field’s establishment sometimes became so seri-
ous about the intra-company competition that on one occasion charges
and countercharges of foul play reached the pages offtibeine. In a
broader sense, the overly competitive attitude which these workers de-
veloped towards each other reflected the larger scheme of employer-em-
ployee relations at the firm. Each department was organized as a sepa-
rate business operation, although ultimate responsibility rested with the
central management of the company. This arrangement encouraged
innovation, but also a high degree of interdepartmental competition, es-
pecially because it was company policy to promote from within the
ranks of staff’ Thus, in a symbolic way, intra-company competition
provided an opportunity for the employees of each participating depart-
ment to show off its energy, enterprise, and organizational talents.

The same held true for games between two companies. Beating some ri-
val firm on the baseball diamond and then publishing the results in the

newspaper provided an inexpensive form of advertising for the winning

concern. Company officers frequently took enough of an interest in the

affairs of their company’s baseball clubs to assume leadership positions
in these organizations. For instance, the clubs organized by the Pullman
Palace Car Company in the early 1870's featured the general manager,
treasurer, auditor, and general superintendent among the presiding offi-
cers. In due time, inter-company competition became so intense that the
newspapers began reporting instances of cheating on the field and the
hiring of outside players in an effort to secure the desired results. In any
event, the efforts of the players were definitely channeled toward the
good of the company; and while the company employees involved in the
games did get a chance to play baseball, their labors on the field like
their labors in the warehouse enhanced the fortunes of their employers.

It appears to be the case that in companies employing considerable num-
bers of blue and white collar workers, baseball clubs recruited almost all
of their players from the upper ranks of the workfoft&his was most
evident with clubs from dry goods firms, railroad companies, and at the
post office. In effect this meant that few games were played between

55



white and blue collar workers, because inter-company play usually took

place among companies in the same line of business. The company clubs
having mostly blue collar workers on the roster came, in most instances,

from companies whose labor force consisted of large numbers of skilled

workers. During these years, the newspapers did not report any instances
of games played between groups of unskilled laborers.

If blue collar workers rarely played with white collar workers in compa-

ny clubs, their participation in private baseball clubs was only slightly

more widespread. The middle-class orientation of the private amateur
ball clubs is reflected in the background of ninety-three of Chicago’s first
baseball players:

Table 1: Occupation of 93 Chicago Ballplayers

Number Percentage

High White Collar 7 7.5

Low White Collar 56 60.2 Total White Collar*
Skilled 16 17.2 65 (69.9 per cent)

Semi-Skilled 2 2.2

Unskilled 10 10.8 Total Blue Collar**
Student 2 2.2 28 (30.1 per cent)

*The two students attended a downtown business college and were numbered among
the white collar players.

**Skilled workers were included in the blue collar group.

As can be seen by the relative percentages of blue and white collar work-
ers, amateur clubs in Chicago (as represented by the sample) contained a
predominant number of young men in white collar professions. The ma-
jority of this group of ballplayers were at the low white collar level: most

of these being bookkeepers and clerks. Thirty out of the ninety-three
players in the sample lived with a relative who was also listed in the city
directories. Twelve of these gentlemen were commercial merchants
several of them members of the Board of Tradehile an additional

three owned manufacturing establishments and four were professional
men. Three additional relatives held other types of high white collar
jobs, and four others owned small businesses. It is perhaps for these rea-
sons that the press referred to amateur ballplayers as “the choicest sec-
tion of our coming generation of businessmen.” It is also possible to ex-
amine the background of forty-three officers and club representatives of
Chicago baseball clubs. Ten members of this group had high white collar
jobs, while fifteen were of low white collar standing, and another five
were students. An additional five worked at blue collar jobs, and the re-
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maining eight were listed in the directory without a designated occupa-
tion.*?

In addition to occupational level, the ethnic background of ninety-eight
of the players and officers was listed in therchants’ Census Report.
Forty-three of the players had been born in the United States, while the
other twenty players found in this volume hailed from other countries.
Ten of the foreign-born players came from Ireland, four from England,
and two from Scotland. However, only a single player was a German, a
much lower percentage than the overall German representation in the ci-
ty.*> When the thirty-five officers are added to the total, the numbers
read: 69 Americans (70 per cent) and 29 foreign-born. Twenty-three
foreigners came from Ireland or the British Isles, but only three Ger-
mans were among this group.

The ratio of American-born to foreign-born players along with the ratio

of white collar to blue collar players underscores the predominance of
American-born, middle-class young men among the first regular players
of the national pastime in Chicago. What is particularly interesting
about the sample is that the majority of foreign-born players came from
English-speaking countries. This may indicate (although the numbers
are too small to do more than raise the issue) that it was easier to share a
new American culture-form like baseball among people who spoke the
same language and read the same newspapers. Chicago’s German lan-
guage press paid no attention to baseball during this period, but covered
sports like riflery and gymnastics, which had gained the favor of Chica-
go’s German community’

The support and encouragement which Chicago’s businessmen lent to
the burgeoning new sport did not confine itself to organizing clubs of
workers and allowing their own sons to take part in amateur play. Sever-
al businessmen, including some men well into middle age, played the
game themselves. Proprietors of wholesale grocery establishments, in-
surance underwriters, and railroad company executives all tried their
hand at the national game. The Chicago Board of Trade was particularly
active in the playing of baseball. Board members organized their first
game in the summer of 1867 and thereafter games among members be-
came regular social events. The Board even organized an excursion to
Milwaukee during the summer of 1869 in order to play the leaders of
that city’'s business communiy. Chicago’s newspapermen, having re-
ceived the greatest initial exposure to the sport, also took to playing
baseball, as did just about every bureau in the city government. Chi-
cago's aldermen were particularly avid players, and from the late sixties
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on, games featuring an “aldermanic nine” were occasion for the assem-
bling of Chicago’s prominent political figuré$.

Thus it can be seen that the game of baseball received widespread ap-
proval from Chicago’s business community and from the ranks of the ci-
ty’'s middle class youth?’ Yet, Chicago’s businessmen did not support
every club with the same amount of money and enthusiasm. The city's
two oldest organizations as of 1865 were also the best financed. One of
these clubs, the Excelsiors, often met in the offices of George C. Smith,
one of Chicago’s most prominent bankers at the time. In December,
1866, the club opened its permanent headquarters in a well-furnished set
of rooms located a few doors down from the Board of Trade. By 1868,
the club could boast of having Willard F. Wentworth, the city treasurer,
as its president, in addition to having a lawyer, an officer of the Board of
Trade, and a proprietor of a wholesale grocery firm on the list of offi-
cers. A few other clubs received comparable support. In 1868, the
Garden Citys elected W.S. Powell a Chicago alderman and railroad ex-
ecutive to the presidency of the club; while the Eurekas held their meet-
ings in an office in the Chamber of Commerce Building and the Mutuals
came together in Room 20 of the Mercantile Buildihg.

The presence of high-ranking businessmen among the directors of Chi-
cago’s amateur clubs had both immediate and far-reaching implications
for the development of the sport. Clubs with money behind them to lease
and maintain decent ball fields and with influential backers who were
likely to provide the players with sufficient time off to practice, inevita-
bly became the most talented baseball clubs in the city. Furthermore, as
baseball became more popular in Chicago, the newspapers-began devot-
ing increasing amounts of coverage to the games, while newspaper re-
porters began describing the contests with an increasingly critical eye. In
this way, newspaper readers and baseball fans learned to identify the top
clubs; and businessmen backers, brought up to value success in every
enterprise, came under increasing temptation to expect a tangible return
on their investment: a winning ball club.

Beginning in 1867, more highly-skilled and more experienced ball clubs
from the East began stopping in Chicago to play the city’'s best amateur
clubs. The publicity which surrounded these contests did much to spread
the popularity of the sport, but the inferior play on the part of the Chica-
go clubs combined with the journalists’ increasingly shrill criticism
caused the backers of Chicago’'s best clubs to lose patience with their
gentlemanly ballplayers. Because these clubs were now involved in inter-
city competition, a strong element of civic boosterism began to enter the
game. Losses like the 49 to 4 defeat of the Excelsiors by the Washington
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Nationals brought forth comments in the newspapers of rival cities,
which intimated that, “nine men who live on ‘blue beef and breathe the
odors of the Chicago River can not compete in base ball with an equal
number from a healthy country like the District of Columi.Soon

the city’s newspapermen were crying out that

Chicago needs a representative club; an organization as great as her enterprise and
wealth, one that will not allow the second rate clubs of every village in the Northwest

to carry away the honors in base ball . . . The Excelsiors cannot fill the bitk re-

peated defeats are inexcusaBle.

Pressured to come up with a winning ball club, Chicago’s best amateur
clubs started to hire outside players to compete for them; then by the
winter of 1869/70 all pretense of amateurism was abandoned. At that
time a group of Chicago businessmen raised a joint stock fund of
$15,000 to create Chicago’s first all-professional nine, the White Stock-
ings®* Thus, by the end of the decade, baseball had been transformed
into a symbol of the success of the city and its business community in
particular.

Part of the reason behind this course of development probably lay in the
nature of the sport itself. Although frequently described as an exhibition
of gentlemanly virtues, baseball also gained popularity because of its fast
pace and dramatic quality: pleasant associations of military action for
those who did not experience the horrors of the past coiffiithe Civil

War had intensified the “martial spirit” on the home front, which in
some circles was directly connected to a recognition of the merits of en-
couraging activities calling for vigorous exercise. According to one com-
mentator, who published an article Bervice Magazinegentitled “The
Probable Influence of the New Military Character on Our Social and
National Character,” “Soldiers must be men of considerable strength or
endurance or both; and as uniforms are sure to be popular and fashion-
able, manly qualities will also® The Tribune echoed this idea with the
statement, “Old England is great and immense in the power all over the
world by the same muscular energy by which it is great in the fox hunt
and in cricket. At last, we who had been driven by the very intensity of
an American nature which knows no reward but money . . . we have been
made to do heroic deeds, and now we are turning only naturally to the
free54and manly sports of heroesthis in reference to the game of base-
ball.

Baseball, in the 1860’s, borrowed a considerable amount of terminology
from the military. At the time, games were referred to as “field exer-
cises” in which the men in uniforms were said to “take the field,” “guard
their bases,”and take orders from their “captain.” In an era when the
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fastest means of getting downtown was a horse car traveling at little bet-
ter than three or four miles an hour, baseball was a game of fast-paced
action and featured a display of speed and power: “the outward and visi-
ble expression of the drive and push and rush and struggle of the raging,
tearing, booming nineteenth century."Yet despite all of its drama,
baseball was the most organized of all sports being played. As the editor
of the Tribune put it, “There is nothing better than a game of ball to
train the attention and alertness to one’s mind; body and nerve to one’s
cause, always controlled by a larger loyalty in general °. Afl these
qualities, speed, power, determination to succeed, harnessed by success-
ful organization had (in the larger sense) already been incorporated into
the business culture of the day as images of the successful business enter-
prise and as an image of the dynamism of the city as a whole, particular-
ly in comparison to the energy and enterprise of rival cifisdhile a

game of baseball, when played on a neighborhood field, might have been
occasion for a friendly confrontation, when played between clubs from
two different cities, it became an exhibition of the relative drive, ambi-
tion, and talent of the two cities involved. Thus the consistent failures of
Chicago’s amateur clubs made the newspapers despair that “the credit of
Chicago was past hoping for.”

Chicago has heretofore succeeded only in great things. This city was never famous
for its small undertakings. Our citizens . make of a low and unhealthy swamp, a
bright and beautiful and happy city . . . It is true that we have other achievements to
fall back on as a community . . . [b] ut that only makes the record glaringly patent
...when it comes to baseball . . . Chicago ain't there. These things have always been
left to such cities as Milwaukee, Saint Louis, and Cincinnati . . . There was a time
when Chicago thought otherwise. Our people went to work organizing a baseball
club with the same energy as they would build a tunnel or construct a railroad. This
was some years ago.

Therefore a professional club was needéal, baseball club which would
beat the world*®

V.

From 1870 on, professional baseball would capture the attention of Chi-
cago baseball fans, although amateur baseball did not die out complete-
ly. However, the advent of the booster spirit had effectively killed off the
gentlemanly associations which had characterized amateur competition
just a few years before. When Chicago’s oldest amateur club, the Atlan-
tics, disbanded in 1869, th&imesreferred to the players as “a gentle-
manly but awkward and somewhat indolent group of ball tos&&muit
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the sons of Chicago’s staid citizens did not want for athletic activity,
even as the amateur baseball club became a less attractive form of recre-
ation. The same year in which the White Stockings were formed, the
Washington Yacht Club came into existence; and in 1872 the Chicago
Athletic Club was organized for “young men with social standing whose
business qualities are well knowrChicago’'s new track and field club,
stated one of its founders, was designed to spread the blessings of out-
door exercise. It also afforded the city’s better young citizens the chance
to practice without “being compelled to associate with professional
pedestrians—a group of athletes then thought to be little better than
common criminal$!

Thus the urge to use athletics to maintain the virtue of young middle-
class Chicagoans persisted beyond the time when baseball passed out of
the hands of the city’s “best blood.” The appearance of other clubs orga-
nized to aid the physical and moral development of the athlete shows the
pervasiveness of the desire to find cultural expressions of the community
bound together by primary associations and guided by the tenets of mid-
dle class behavior.

The game of baseball, then, symbolized the middle-class conception of
the city in an era when a city like Chicago was undergoing a rapid trans-
formation from a small, manageable unit to a giant metropolis. On the
one hand, the game’s associations with a rural setting and American ru-
ral values underscored the reluctance of the city dweller to part with
the best elements of the staid and known world of the small town. Yet
the display of speed, power, and organization which the urbanite
came to look for in the teams which represented his city came out of a
vision of vaster, richer, more productive forms of enterprise which

the entrepreneur, as leader of the community, hoped to command
and control.
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