


Contrast these 
depictions of 
labor in the next 
few slides with 
the previous 
image; baseball 
players carried 
some of the 
hopes of labor 
advocates







 “In that place where the 
detective reports me as taking 
a lemonade at 3A.M. he’s off.  
It was straight whiskey; I 
never drank a lemonade at 
that hour in my life.” - King 
Kelly in the mid 1880s in the 
context of the owners’ 
offensive against drinking

From Fraternity to Reserve Clause to  
Disciplined Employees: A 
Rocky Road



Spalding’s “irrepressible 
conflict between Labor 
and Capital” beginning in 
the decade of Haymarket 
Recognizing labor costs as single 
largest item in a team’s budget, 
owners were determined to hold 
the line.  

Falling salaries 
(though still above 
that of skilled 
artisans) while 
clubs prospered, 
clashes over 
drinking, and 
especially the 
publicized sale of 
King Kelly (or 
rather his contract) 
for $10,000 
provoked a revolt.



In 1885, Ward organized 
the Brotherhood of 
Professional Baseball 
Players :  John Montgomery 
Ward, a star shortstop of  
considerable education  (including a 
law degree and reputed knowledge 
of five foreign languages), wrote of 
series of articles on baseball and the 
reserve clause for national 
periodicals.   The reserve clause, 
Ward charged, was “a conspiracy, 
pure and simple, on the part of the 
clubs by which they are making 
money rightfully belonging to the 
players.”



In 1888, the year before the National League’s initial effort to establish the American 
origins of baseball (the famous Delmonico’s banquet of 1889),  John Montgomery Ward 
put his own slant on “Our National Game.”  (Ward, of course, was the moving spirit behind 
the Brotherhood and the Players’ League.)  Baseball had evolved from “one-cornered cat,” 
Ward wrote, because the earlier game “was not played by ‘sides;” there was no competition, 
no rivalry, and this was a fatal defect in the eyes of ‘Young America.’”  Requiring “strength, 
courage, and skill” yet still simple enough to be “within the reach of all,” Ward went on, 
baseball was perfectly “suited to the national temperament.”  Love of the game now 
“pervades all classes of the community.”  Thousands of “spectators daily forget the struggle 
of real life in the contemplation of these mimic battles of the diamond field.”   Yet there was 
“grave reason to fear for the future.”  It was the “hard-working, enthusiastic players who, 
more than anything else popularize the game.  They convince the public of its honesty by 
showing so plainly a desire to win.”  But the sports’ importance, Ward asserted in shifting to 
the attack, was “far too great for the caliber of many of those now in control.”  The lords of 
baseball treated players as if they “were merely hired men.”  They had created a baseball 
“trust...as compact and effectual as the Standard Oil” trust.  At the trust’s center, Ward 
complained, was the reserve clause that allowed owners to buy and sell players for sums 
“which some years ago would have purchased a half-dozen able-bodied slaves.”  The 
buying and selling of players was a perversion of the reserve clause, “a vile purpose” that 
was “an insult to decent players and a dishonor to our national sport.”  Using the clause to 
black-list players made “Base-ball law” a “law unto itself,” that made “but little pretense” 
to conform “with the rules laid down by courts of law and equity.”  The reserve clause, Ward 
concluded, made ball-playing into a form of “wage slavery.” 



Spalding’s 1887 meeting with the 
Brotherhood and the 1888 
classification plan:  In 1887, Spalding 
disarmed the players, agreeing to consider 
alternatives - which they were unprepared 
to offer.  But with Spalding on his world 
baseball tour in 1888, the owners adopted 
(even if they didn’t enforce) a degrading 
classification system (players “graded like 
so many cattle”).   

caption: 
“Slavery 
Days 
Again”



the Players’ 
“Manifesto”(1889): 
 “There was a time when the League 
stood for integrity and fair 
dealing ....today its eyes are on the 
turnstile.  Men have come into the sport 
for no other motive than to exploit it for 
every dollar.”  The NL has become “a 
combination ...stronger than the strongest 
trust.” 



See KERI, p. xxviii



Three years after the Players’ revolt, Ward would be 
manager and part owner of the New York Giants and 
Kelly would be just another aging and dissolute star.

The NL 
“Manifesto” 
(1889): The NL 
had “rescued from 
destruction” the 
national game that 
was “threatened 
by the dishonesty 
and dissipation of 
the players” and 
“elevated and 
perpetuated 
[baseball] into the 
most glorious and 
honorable sport of 
the green earth.”   



King Kelly’s Boston Club, 1890 champions of the Players League



Teams in 7 NL cities, taking 
most of its veterans; each 
team run by a board of four 
financial contributors and 
four players (Cleveland’s 
Tom Johnson a major 
contributor); profit sharing; 
protesting contracts lacking 
“mutuality” (first legal test 
and sets up 2nd Association 
War), the Players League 
had no reserve clause; PL’s 
mistake to adopt Victorian 
standards on beer and 
Sunday ball; the NL clubs 
lose money but so do PL 
backers













FRATERNITY’S 
SWAN SONG: Offered 
a blank contract to 
return to the National 
League during the 
Players’ League revolt, 
King Kelly declared “I 
can’t go back on the 
boys.”



The “monied men met with the monied men” and the PL backers 
were bought off.  “When the spring comes and the grass is green 
upon the last resting place of anarchy,” Spalding announced, the 
National League will rise again in all its weight and restore…to all 
its purity our national pastime.”



The Orioles of the ‘90s, masters of both scientific and rowdy baseball 
Show Burns



America and the NL 
in the 1890s: “the 
ragged edge of 
anarchy”  Sunday ball, 
beer, gambling and suspect 
players; “rowdiness” 
(spiking, tripping, belt 
holding, etc.) the Orioles as 
the worst and the model:  
“Mean, vicious, ready at any 
time to maim a rival player 
or an umpire, if it helped 
their cause....The worst of it 
was that they got by with 
much of their brow beating 
and hooliganism.  Other 
clubs patterned after them.” 
John Heydler, NL umpire); 
ethnic rivalries, economic 
frustrations and the fate of 
“brotherhood.”





Yet baseball players never seemed to be like other employees.  Baseball’s "efficient movement," 
"systematic, refined technique,” historian Gunther Barth has argued, "evoked analogies to the industrial 
discipline in the sport."  But the “scientific management” of the corporate factory deskilled workers by 
replacing their own decision-making powers with an elaborate technology - most notably in Henry 
Ford’s assembly line.  “Scientific” baseball, in contrast, relied upon skilled, cooperating craftsmen.  The 
"pleasure of watching baseball is like that derived from observing the interplay of vast and complex 
machinery,” wrote sportswriter Charles Fleischer in 1908, “but...incalculably more admirable because 
carried out by cooperating men."  The Chicago Cubs were masters of “scientific” baseball and the 
dominant team of the early century.  The Cubs, journalist Hutchins Hapgood wrote,"would practice 
every morning, developing new plays, planning to meet all combinations.”  That “they learned their 
science so well that it became an effective, instinctive art is shown by the remarkable success of the 
team."   "There is such a thing as collective intelligence," Hapgood concluded, "and this when highly 
developed is perhaps all there is in effective inside play."  In an economy that seemed to have an 
insatiable appetite for unskilled, routinized labor and intrusive management, baseball suggested that 
skill and cooperation could survive. 



John McGraw would become a master at both scientific 
                      baseball and the rowdy game.  He would 
                      teach both to the New York Giants early in 
                      the next century.  












