
Why a history of baseball? An 
intrinsically interesting human activity  Keri, 48



An human activity for which we have a unusually complete 
record, both statistical and anecdotal.  See RETROSHEET 



A remarkably complete record and an impressive 
body of amateur scholars.  Keri, xxiv, 19-20, 212-214



What do you value in the game?



A Social 
and 
Cultural 
History of 
the Game: 
my 
approach



A Public 
Thing in a 
Private 
Society: my 
course and the 
1994 strike



I haven't the slightest doubt that the clash of race, caste and class did not retard but stimulated 
West Indian cricket. I am equally certain that in those years social and political passions, denied 
normal outlets, expressed themselves so fiercely in cricket (and other games) precisely because 
they were games. Here began my personal calvary. The British tradition soaked deep into me was 
that when you entered the sporting arena you left behind you the sordid compromises of everyday 
existence. Yet for us to do that we would have had to divest ourselves of our skins. From the 
moment I had to decide which club I would join the contrast between the ideal and the real 
fascinated me and tore at my insides. Nor could the local population see it otherwise. The class 
and racial rivalries were too intense. They could be fought out without violence or much lost 
except pride and honor. Thus the cricket field was a stage on which selected individuals played 
representative roles which were charged with social significance. (James, 66)

A Window on the 
Public World: C. 
L. R. James on cricket: 
“'What do they know of 
cricket who only cricket 
know?'



A window on the (public) world: a brief personal 
account of one fan’s experience with the game. 





Two scenes from the 1908 
World Series at the Polo 
Grounds in New York City









Baseball as a child’s game: 
woodcut from the 1820s and painting c. 1845

Is timing everything?  When did the baseball craze begin?



Base Ball on Boston Commons 
 - 1834 Book of Sports

Origins:  Immaculate conception, 
evolution, revolution?

Cooperstown, New York, 1839?

Elysian Fields, Hoboken, 1840s



Burns on evolution of a city game



THE BASEBALL FRATERNITY 
Baseball absorbed and preserved civic/
political and social/creative energies 
disappearing in politics and work during 
the mid-19th century (market revolution)

HONOR, GLORY, 
FAME 
(SOCIABILITY, 
CRAFTSMANSHIP)

Knickerbockers-Excelsiors 1859



Revolutionary 
Americans saw 
themselves as 
virtuous 
republicans 
overthrowing a 
corrupt 
monarchy.  



After the Revolution, they 
struggled to square their civic 
ambitions with economic growth.



A politics 
of interests 
or of 
virtue?



Even as market 
development divided 
wage earners from 
entrepreneurs, both 
sides laid claim to 
republican virtue.



The Turnverein (the gymnastic clubs of immigrant Germans) emphasized "the duty of 
each and every association to instruct its members in...the various political questions" 
and to promote "earnest political agitation."  They became centers of political 
discussion.



The successful tours of the Brooklyn Excelsiors, crisscrossing upper New York state 
and on to Philadelphia and Baltimore, inspired Albert Spalding - and countless other 
young men - with the hope “that they might win for their cities a glory akin to that 
which had been achieved for [Brooklyn].” Rader, 11

Spalding seen here as a member of the Boston team of the 
National Association of Professional Base Ball Players 
(NAPBBP) (known simply as “the Bostons”   

The Cash 
Value of Civic 
Pride: from the ’69 
Reds through Hulbert to 
Schott and Lindner (“we 
need public subsidies so 
we can show how much 
we love our city?”) civic 
pride and loyalty have 
been essential to the 
game’s popularity and 
profitability



Traditional carpenter’s trio, the job printer Croker stands with five young employers 
(including a woman), at the painter Ring’s business, the boss is nowhere to be seen as his 
employers stand in a clump, brooding above is the brick manufactory whose employees 
have no public presence. 

CLERKS 
AND 
ARTISANS:  
Staking a 
Claim to 
Civic Life



Bank clerk Alexander Cartwright and the Knickerbockers



The rough and ready Brooklyn Atlantics – best team of the 1860s





The all-star games of 1858, held on Long Island’s Fashion Race 
Course charged a fifty-cent admission a portion of which went to 
a fireman’s fund for widows and orphans



then rat baiting, next a prize fight, then a battle of billy goats, and then a boxing match between two 
ladies, with nothing but trunks on...I think you have a night's entertainment that has enough spice...to 
fill the most rapacious needs"), the recreational needs of the genteel went unsatisfied.  Before the 
creation of Central Park, one genteel observer recalled, there "was no place within the city limits in 
which it was pleasant to walk, or ride, or drive, or stroll...no pleasant garden where one could sit and 
chat with a friend, or watch his children play...." 

The dives 
of the 
sporting 
crowd, 
like Kit 
Burns's 
Sportsman 
Hall which 
featured Jack the 
Rat who for a 
dime bit off 
mouse heads (rats 
were a quarter) 
horrified the 
genteel.  While the 
sporting crowd 
thrived ("start 
with a dog fight as 
a curtain raiser," 
one old New 
Yorker recalled, 
"continue with a 

cock fight, 







Such a game...teaches a love of order, discipline, and fair play."  Baseball kept young men “out of a great 
deal of mischief,” the Brooklyn Eagle editorialized in the 1860s, preventing “them from hanging around 
[fire] houses, stables, and taverns.” The game should be endorsed by every clergyman, Henry Chadwick 
argued, as “a remedy for the many evils resulting from the immoral associations [that] boys and young 
men of our cities are apt to become connected with.”  

The ball player, 
Porter's Spirit of 
the Times explained 
in 1857, "must be 
sober and 
temperate.  
Patience, fortitude, 
self-denial, order, 
obedience, and 
good-humor, with 
an unruffled 
temper, are 
indispensable.



“Let us go out and fill our lungs 
with oxygen.  The game of ball is 
grand….It’s our game, the 
American game.  It will take our 
people out of doors, fill them 
with oxygen, give them a larger 
physical stoicism, tend to relieve 
us from being a nervous, dyspeptic 
set.” - Walt Whitman

The textile mills at Lowell, Massachusetts

The Great Incarceration



“A Parlor View of a New York Dwelling House” 
(1854).  A “fitting abode of a man of refinement,” a 
place “where a lady of elegant manners and educated 
taste might appropriately receive her guests.”  

The 
emerging 
ideal of 
bourgeois 
domesticity



The Astor Place Riot, 1846:  What provoked the first firing of US 
troops into a group of working-class civilians?



“A Genteel Family Audience Leaving a Matinee” (1866)  Note that the 
poor are literally marginalized at the left, begging for alms and that the policeman 
and the attendant at the right insure order and are ready to serve.



Baseball and Politics:  A Natural Connection?



Bank clerk Alexander Cartwright and the Knickerbockers



Civic pride has remained a crucial element in the marketing of the 
game – setting up an essential tension within the culture of baseball



Knickerbockers-Excelsiors 1859





Public Festivals in a  
Privatizing Society 

Reds Opening Day 
Parade from the 1950s



Such a game...teaches a love of order, discipline, and fair play."  Baseball kept young men “out of a great 
deal of mischief,” the Brooklyn Eagle editorialized in the 1860s, preventing “them from hanging around 
[fire] houses, stables, and taverns.” The game should be endorsed by every clergyman, Henry Chadwick 
argued, as “a remedy for the many evils resulting from the immoral associations [that] boys and young 
men of our cities are apt to become connected with.”  

The ball player, 
Porter's Spirit of 
the Times 
explained in 1857, 
"must be sober and 
temperate.  
Patience, fortitude, 
self-denial, order, 
obedience, and 
good-humor, with 
an unruffled 
temper, are 
indispensable.





Circa 1845



“Suffer no one to dictate imperiously what line of conduct you are to pursue,” artisans told themselves 
soon after the Revolution, “but at the same time let no one be sacrificed on the alter of public opinion for 
a cordial and liberal expression of his sentiments.”  Printers praised their craft as “one of the most deadly 
engines of destruction that can possibly be arrayed against the encroachments of despotic

Seal of the General Society of Mechanics and Tradesmen, NYC (1785)

power.”  Honest producers and 
competent citizens, artisans 
embodied the combination of 
independence and responsibility 
that the Revolution promised.  In 
mechanics’ institutes, civic 
parades and projects, artisans 
proclaimed their central role in 
public life.  “Less respect to the 
consuming speculator, who 
wallows in luxury,” New York 
artisans toasted themselves, 
“than to the productive 
mechanic, who struggles with 
indigence.”  The “mechanics are 
the bone and sinew of the 
nation,” a Cincinnati artisan 
added, without which “society 
would sink into savage 
barbarism.” 








