
Creating the Baseball Trust

Monopoly, Monopsony, and Collusion 
in Organized Baseball



Baseball’s Achilles Heel or 
“The Pete Rose Question”

the problem of the Black Sox 
scandal (1919)  “Betting on the 
result of games,” Albert Spalding 
observed in 1911, “naturally 
begot collusion between those 
who bet their money and some of 
those who played the game.  Per 
consequence, it was soon 
discovered that unprincipled 
players, under pretense of 
accident or inability to make 
points at critical stages, were 
‘throwing games.”  G. Edward 
White, Creating the National 
Pastime
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Monopoly and Monopsony: The National League 
operated on two gentlemen’s agreements – not to invade one another’s 
territories (or to play non-NL teams in another team’s city) and to not 
tamper with another team’s players (eventually inserted as the “reserve 
clause” in early players’ contact).

In early February in the centennial year 
of 1876, Chicago coal dealer William 
Hulbert organized the National League of 
Professional Baseball Clubs - today’s 
National League.  An active Republican 
and civic booster, Hulbert insisted that he 
would “rather be a lamp-post in Chicago 
than a millionaire in any other city.”  



Having been enticed away from 
Boston, Spalding quickly began 
his transformation from star 
player to baseball magnate and 
sporting goods entrepreneur.



The National League’s effort “to control the baseball fraternity,” 
charged A. B. Rankin of the International Association of 
Professional Baseball Players as the NL absorbed its strongest clubs 
and refused to play the rest, was “unreasonably absurd.”  “Are we to 
submit to the caprice of a clique, or ring?”   The IAPBP challenge 
was unsuccessful, but amateur baseball continued to thrive outside 
the established professional league. 

Amateur Championship Game, Cleveland 1914:  
Attendance estimated at 100,000







THE AMERICAN ASSOCIATION, 1881-1891 The most important challenge to the 
National League monopoly of professional baseball came from the American Association, 
known as the beer and whiskey league or the beer-ball league.  This league featured beer and 
whiskey sales and games on Sunday - attracting those left out of the Victorian NL.  It was the 
brainchild of Alfred  Spink of St. Louis and Oliver Caylor of Cincinnati - sportswriters from 
German towns not in the NL and who enjoyed a “continental Sunday”

The champion St. 
Louis Browns of 
1888 (managed by 
Charlie Comiskey, 
back row second 
from left



St. Louis’ Chris Von der Ahe renamed 
his ball park, the “Coney Island of the 
West” and turned it into a multi-
purpose amusement park including a 
racetrack, all-female concert band, and 
rides.





1882 Cincinnati Reds, AA champions



The Tripartite agreement of 1882 
Extended the territorial rights and no tampering rule of the National League 
to the American Association and the Northwestern League



A second major challenge came in 1884 with the Union League bankrolled by 
Henry Lucas, a young St. Louis millionaire.  Lucas was known as Saint Henry by 
the players for his determination to allow them to sell their services to the highest 
bidder.  Lucas attracted top players but still lost money in 1884.  The NL bought 
him off by allowing him to purchase the St. Louis franchise.  The Cincinnati UL 
team played at Union Ball Park, down on the river east of town.



1884 



Union Association, 1884: Its only season:  note that Lucas managed the St. 
Louis team in the UL to a first place finish inand then managed the new St. Louis 
franchise in the NL to a last place finish in 1885. 



This is the context in which the Players League emerged:  
Although concern about parity initiated the reserve clause, 
Oliver Caylor reported in 1879 that the owners quickly 
came to “believe that this rule will solve the problem of 
how to reduce wages.” 



The “Second Association War” (1891) and the National 
Agreement of 1892: In the wake of the Players League challenge of 1890, a new 
war broke out between the AA and the NL (begun when the NL’s Pittsburgh “Pirates” stole the 
best players of the Philadelphia Athletics of the AA); skyrocketing salaries and the threat that 
the reserve clause might be tested in court and found illegal encouraged a settlement; a 12-
team NL and “an undisguised monopoly,” “enabled...to do about as they please without 
hindrance,” slashing salaries and establishing a  $2400 salary cap. 

An 1890 meeting of NL and AA owners and officials



“Many people seem to think that the National League bought peace 
dearly in paying $130,000 for it [paid to the five AA franchises not 
included in the new NL], but according to my way of figuring the 
price was cheap,” stated NL president Nick Young.  We “will save 
nearly all of that during the next five years in salaries.”



“Haven’t you heard yet 
of the consolidation of 
the League and the 
Association into one 
big league...?  hereafter 
it is the players who are 
to pay advance money 
to the magnates...Your 
inning is over, my boy.”  
Monte Ward to a player 
who asked about the 
possibility of an 
advance on his salary 
from an owner.   



Baseball in the 1890s and its enduring appeal:  go back 
to capital-labor



The NL in the 1890s: The Classic Problem:  
The AA champion New York Gothams of 1884 - the NL Giants finished 
22 games out of first.  Close pennant races and good teams in the 
biggest cities were crucial to the sport’s profitability



The NL 
champion New 
York Giants of 
1888 - that year 
the NL got it 
right.  But in the 
1890s, 
Baltimore, 
Boston, and 
Brooklyn won 
all the NL 
pennants while 
New York, 
Chicago, and 
Philadelphia had 
relatively weak 
teams.  And you 
can look it up.



 Syndicate Ball and the Origins of the American 
League:  Andrew Freedman of the Giants suggested “syndicate ball” as a 
solution to the “classic problem.”  But fan opposition and the Steinbrennerian 
egos of such magnates as ChrisVan der Ahe of the Browns (second from left in top 
row) ruled that out.  This opened the door for the American League.

The 
magnates of 
a combined, 
12 team NL 
in 1897. 



Ban Johnson and 
the Great Baseball 
War 1900-1903;  
Johnson turned the 
Western League into 
American League 
(1900); challenged the 
NL on Victorian 
ground; in 1900 NL, 
reducing its size as 
response to syndicate 
scandal, left and AL 
entered Cleveland, 
Baltimore, Washington 
(all victims of 
syndicate ball)



Good economic times and Cleveland 
booster Charles Somers kept the AL 
afloat; tired of giving up best players 
for $500 draft fee, the AL opted out 
of the NA in 1901; war with NL and 
Johnson’s escrow accounts of all 
teams; the Players’ Protective 
Association and the opening for 
roster raiding; the Lajoie case (from 
Phillies to Athletics to Spiders - with 
stops in Atlantic City)



The AL into New York in 1903 (Devery and Farrell vs. Freedman - a Tammany 
battle) and the NL sues for peace 



Fifty years of the classic AL-NL followed:  ten cities, 16 teams, 
none west of St. Louis, none south of Washington; held together 
by the sinews of industrial America, namely the telegraph and 
the railroad.


