


[image: ]








THE SUMMER




OF BEER




AND WHISKEY






THE SUMMER




OF BEER




AND WHISKEY



How Brewers, Barkeeps, Rowdies,
Immigrants, and a Wild Pennant Fight
Made Baseball America’s Game


EDWARD ACHORN


[image: ]



[image: ]



PUBLICAFFAIRS


NEW YORK




Copyright © 2013 by Edward Achorn


Published in the United States by PublicAffairs™,


A Member of the Perseus Books Group


All rights reserved.


No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews. For information, address PublicAffairs, 250 West 57th Street, 15th Floor, New York, NY 10107.


PublicAffairs books are available at special discounts for bulk purchases in the U.S. by corporations, institutions, and other organizations. For more information, please contact the Special Markets Department at the Perseus Books Group, 2300 Chestnut Street, Suite 200, Philadelphia, PA 19103, call (800) 810-4145, ext. 5000, or e-mail special.markets@perseusbooks.com.


Book design by Linda Mark


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


Achorn, Edward


The summer of beer and whiskey: how brewers, barkeeps, rowdies, immigrants, and a wild pennant fight made baseball America’s game/ Edward Achorn.


pages cm


Includes bibliographical references and index.


ISBN 978-1-61039-260-0 (hardcover : alk. paper)—ISBN 978-1-61039-261-7 (e-book) 


I. American Association (Baseball league : 1882–1891)—History. 2. Baseball—United States—History. I. Title.


GV875.A57.A35 2013


796.3570973—dc23


2013000200




First Edition


10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1




To my children, Jean, Matt, and Josh




 


 


 


 


 


[Chris Von der Ahe] did as much for baseball in St. Louis and the country at large as any man ever associated with the game.


—AL SPINK,


THE NATIONAL GAME, 1910


 


In the next century, when baseball will be in the hands of posterity, and the present votaries and exponents gone to their long sleep, the Bancroft of the national game will place Chris Von der Ahe where he rightfully belongs.


—TED SULLIVAN,


HUMOROUS STORIES OF THE BALL FIELD, 1903





PREFACE:



THE LOVE AFFAIR


AT 10:22 P.M. ON THE NIGHT OF OCTOBER 28, 2011, A MUSCULAR, six-foot-four left-handed batter and devout Christian, David Murphy of the Texas Rangers, took a swift hack at a 97-mile-per-hour fastball and launched a long fly ball to left field. Red-jacketed fans in the St. Louis crowd of 47,399 were already on their feet yelling, waving white “Rally Squirrel” towels in honor of the American gray squirrel whose repeated dashes across the field had prophesied the Cardinals’ improbable upset of the Philadelphia Phillies in the Division Series playoffs three weeks earlier. As the ball soared into the night, Cardinals left fielder Allen Craig sprinted hard, turned around, and, backpedaling, thrust up his left arm, framed by the wall’s giant picture of the Cards’ legendary pitcher and showman Dizzy Dean, star of the Depression-era champions known as the Gashouse Gang. Fans fixed their eyes on the dying arc, bracing to bellow ear-splitting screams. When Craig’s glove swallowed the ball, they jumped up and down, slapped backs, shook hands, hugged, laughed, wept. Ecstatic young athletes in white and red uniforms swarmed over the field, forming a mound atop closer Jason Motte. Fireworks boomed over the stadium, splashing piercing colors into the sky that were reflected beyond center field on the Gateway Arch, symbol of the city’s critical role in America’s bold westward expansion. Another splendid page in St. Louis history had been written.


It was one of those unthinkable finishes that make baseball so magical. On August 27, the St. Louis Cardinals had languished in third place in the wildcard race, ten and a half games behind, written off by everyone but themselves. They fought back frantically and, with a win on the last day of the regular season, actually snuck into the playoffs. They then pushed aside the highly touted Phillies and the hard-hitting Milwaukee Brewers to make it all the way to the World Series, where they would be up against the heavily favored Texas Rangers. Twice in Game Six, they had been on the brink of elimination, down to their last strike, but the stars spectacularly aligned in their favor, and they survived, somehow, to triumph in the eleventh inning. And now they were World Champions, sending millions of Cardinals fans across America into paroxysms of joy. Gushing with pride, General Manager John Mozeliak declared: “We have the greatest fans in the world.”


The people of St. Louis seemed determined to prove it. Two days later they filled Busch Stadium and lined downtown streets for a parade celebrating their baseball miracle. A team of eight massive Clydesdale steeds pulled a scarlet red Budweiser beer wagon, symbol of Anheuser-Busch’s longtime association with the team and St. Louis’s love for the amber beverage that had been made internationally famous by the city’s German immigrant brewers. Manager Tony La Russa smiled and waved from the seat of honor atop the wagon, alongside green-clad liverymen.


But few, if any, of the hundreds of thousands celebrating that afternoon paused to reflect on the founder of their beloved team, the shrewd and amusing man to whom they owed a good deal of their joy this day. Most in the crowd had never even heard the name of Chris Von der Ahe, let alone his story. This immigrant grocer and saloonkeeper dived into baseball even before he thoroughly mastered the English language. With cheap tickets, Sunday ball, and beer, he grabbed control of the dying game in St. Louis and, in a turnaround at least as improbable and dramatic as the one engineered by the 2011 Cardinals, infused it with new life and popularity—while perhaps saving all of professional baseball in the bargain. Von der Ahe also played a role in founding a flamboyant new major league, whose influence echoes loudly through Major League Baseball to this day.


Von der Ahe did not act alone, of course. He was one of a gang of owners and players who revived the game by creating a dazzlingly colorful professional sports league known as the American Association. This book tells their tale—the tale of how baseball, under their guidance, extended its reach to fans of all classes and became more truly America’s game. It tells of the extraordinary passion for baseball they helped to ignite in cities such as St. Louis, Philadelphia, New York, Pittsburgh, Cincinnati, Baltimore, Louisville, and Columbus. Our vehicle to reconnect with this fascinating world will be the cycle that is the essence of baseball—a single season, from April’s soaring expectations to September’s aching sorrows.


To be sure, the American Association’s summer of 1883 has been utterly foreign to all but the most intrepid baseball historians. But in many ways it transformed and even saved the game, dramatically increasing its popularity and demonstrating that, however unpredictable professional baseball might be, it could be played honestly. It was the year America went baseball mad—a season of struggle and passions featuring a wild pennant race. It was filled with memorable characters—and often hilarious twists and turns, so wonderful that only baseball could have invented them. It is a season that marvelously opens a window, as baseball always does, into the culture of America of its time—the harsh struggle, the cruel and mocking racism, the heavy drinking, and the triumphant, glorious spirit of individual achievement of the day.


To get oriented, it might be helpful to know something about the American Association, the major league that functioned alongside the National League from 1882 through 1891. It was not the progenitor of today’s American League, which became a major league in 1901, though it did demonstrate that there was good money to be made in a competing league. Formally in existence for just nine years, the American Association might seem short-lived—long gone and long forgotten. But in a very real sense, it is still thriving today. In 1892, the Association merged with the National League, which had been founded in 1876, much as the upstart American Football League merged with the more venerable National Football League in 1970. Four former American Association teams became keystone National League franchises: Pittsburgh (today’s Pirates), St. Louis (today’s Cardinals), Cincinnati (today’s Reds), and Brooklyn (today’s Los Angeles Dodgers). The newly merged league was called the National League and American Association of Professional Base Ball Clubs—a real mouthful, understandably shortened in common usage to National League, though perhaps unfortunately so, since the Association and its great contribution to baseball were thereby largely forgotten.


The franchise that became known as the Cardinals—and plays one of the starring roles in this book—was originally called the St. Louis Browns. This club is not to be confused with the St. Louis Browns of the American League, 1901–1953, who moved to Baltimore and became today’s Orioles. Those Browns simply borrowed the name, by then no longer in use, of the storied franchise founded by Von der Ahe.


Big-league baseball imported much more than ball clubs from the American Association. The Association powerfully transformed baseball, making it more open and accessible. Decades before Jackie Robinson, it featured two black ballplayers, breaking the color line for a time in Jim Crow America. The big leagues also eventually adopted the Association’s Sunday ball, ballpark beer, and spirit of reckless fun that was at the heart of the organization from the beginning—qualities that, to one degree or another, live on to this day, just like the St. Louis Cardinals.


And it began, as so much of baseball does, with a most improbable character. . . .
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IN THE BIG INNING


EVERYBODY WHO KNEW CHRIS VON DER AHE, IT SEEMS, HAD A story about him—about his colossal pomposity; his wonderful generosity; his red-faced rages that inevitably recoiled catastrophically on himself; his thick German accent and wobbly use of the English language; and his insatiable appetite for beer, beautiful young women, song, and life. As a baseball owner, he was George Steinbrenner, Charlie Finley, and Bill Veeck rolled into one—haughty, temperamental, driven to win, wildly experimental, and madly in love with a dazzling show. He had a splash of Yogi Berra in him, too, which surfaced in his expression of Zen-like axioms.


He struck some observers as the quintessential cartoon of a German immigrant: moon-faced and strawberry-nosed, with twinkling eyes, a bushy mustache, and an emerging pot belly that pushed on the vest of his loud checkered three-piece suit. One contemporary reporter observed: “His taste was given to trombone tailory. He liked hilarious habiliments. Large checks in light hues were his favorite colors. He adored tan shoes and pearl-gray hats.” Describing Von der Ahe’s appearance at one owners’ meeting, an admiring reporter noted that the German “wore a flashy suit of clothes and a smile that would stretch across the Ohio River.” Sportswriter and former ballplayer Tim Murnane compared him to Cyrano de Bergerac, the joyful, flamboyant lover of women and life cursed with a comical appearance. Chris was fond of “large things. He wears a No. 8 hat, No. 10 shoes and sports a 48-carat diamond on his shirt front.”


Many stories suggest that Von der Ahe’s knowledge of the game was less than encyclopedic. We hear in one 1885 article that he bragged to his off-and-on press secretary, David L. Reid, when the two were meeting at his ballpark:


“Dave, dis vas de piggest diamond in de country.”


“No, Chris,” replied Dave, “all diamonds are the same size.”


“Vell,” replied Chris, “it vas de piggest infield, anyhow.”
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Chris Von der Ahe


(Library of Congress)
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Since Von der Ahe traveled with his team frequently and made complicated deals to obtain very good ballplayers, such colossal ignorance seems beyond belief. Yet many contemporary accounts, including from people who admired him, attest that he never quite seemed to grasp the intricacies of baseball. “Often after his team lost a game,” his longtime manager, Charlie Comiskey, recalled, “Chris would dash into the club’s dressing room, single out a certain player and shout, ‘Vy did you drop dat ball, eh?’ He took every muff as a personal affront and seemed to think the poor players could explain in well chosen words why they happened to muff.” On other occasions, he tried to inspire players with clubhouse addresses characterized by his memorable flair for language. One reporter claimed he once delivered this warning about “lushing,” or excessive drinking: “See here now; I don’t vant some foolishness from you fellows. I vant you to stop dis slushing and play ball. Of you vin de scampinship I gif you all a suit of clothes and a benefit-game extra and of you don’t you vill haf to eat snowballs all vinter.”


His use of English made even his friends laugh. Longtime Baltimore Orioles manager Billy Barnie recalled introducing a couple of traveling reporters to the St. Louis owner one day, back when it was rare for sports-writers to accompany teams on road trips. “Poys, I am awful glad to see you and velcome you to St. Lewis,” Von der Ahe declared. “Ofer there is my pox. It is at your exposal.” Admonished once for letting some good players go, Von der Ahe wrung his hands and moaned, “Vy, oh vy, didn’t I take mine own advice?”


A man of immense pride in his achievements, he once gathered his friends to show off his flashy new horse and light buggy, parked outside of his Grand Avenue beer garden. Chris dramatically climbed in, drove nearly all the way to National Bridge Road, turned around, and began a wild half-mile gallop down the wide avenue toward his associates. To his friends’ horror, the horse sped past the café in a frenzy, collided with a telephone pole, catapulted Von der Ahe into the mire, “and galloped wildly up the hill, dragging the remnants of the rig behind it.” Von der Ahe was lugged back inside, had the mud and grime washed off of him, and downed a couple of stiff drinks to revive his spirits. He then barked to an assistant, “Take dot blanked blanked horse back to der barn unt starve him to deat. Don’t give him noddings to eat but hay und oats.”


He was an insatiable womanizer, a failing that made him a figure of ridicule in the papers and virtually ruined his life. On a roasting hot Sunday night in St. Louis in August 1885, while his wife, Emma, was sitting on the steps in front of their home at 3613 St. Louis Avenue, he came careening around the corner, crashing his carriage. Out spilled a pretty young blonde named Miss Kittey Dewey, who escaped serious injury but not a tongue-lashing from Mrs. Von der Ahe. When Miss Dewey had the nerve to show up at Von der Ahe’s Sportsman’s Park a month later, Emma crept up on her, pulled a soda bottle from the folds of her dress, and brought it crashing down on the young woman’s head. On another occasion, a man showed up at Emma’s front door to complain that Von der Ahe was sleeping with his wife. Emma eventually divorced Von der Ahe, charging that he stayed “out late at night in the company of women of ill-repute” and “violated his marital vows not only in St. Louis, but traveled with women of bad character from place to place.” But Von der Ahe didn’t learn. At the age of forty-six, he took up with a gold-digging twenty-one-year-old named Della Wells. After he married Della in 1896, one Miss Annie Kaiser came forward, a “handsome young woman” who had worked for Von der Ahe and his first wife as a servant before the couple got divorced. Miss Kaiser claimed he had promised to marry her, and that they had been planning to set a date. Von der Ahe and Della soon divorced, and Chris, having resolved the breach-of-promise lawsuit, married the servant girl who brought it against him. All this proved enormously costly.


A portable theater of the absurd seemed to follow Von der Ahe around all his days. But how many of these tales were true? Nineteenth-century newspaper reporters, handed the priceless gift of this oversized personality, transformed him into something approaching a pure ethnic stereotype: the German immigrant as a bombastic rube, known as a “Dutchman,” who must be constantly corrected by his smarter, American-born associates. Yet the historical record reveals a much more complex character than the one constantly lampooned in the papers. His contemporaries knew him as a brilliant showman and risk-taker, a man who, though he often wore his heart on his sleeve, worked harder and had a keener vision of baseball’s potential than almost all of his contemporaries. “He is shrewd, cunning and pugnacious,” observed one reporter who knew him well. “His methods are drive, drive, drive and keep on driving.” Another reporter, studying an “irregular” face that smiled more than it frowned, formed a strong impression of his willpower: “Base ball vicissitudes have not turned his hair gray. He looks like a man who could strike out vigorously when the sea becomes troublesome and who could keep his head well above the waves when other powerful swimmers begin to think of sinking.”
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VON DER AHE’S RISE TO BASEBALL GLORY STARTED WITH THE immigrant’s dream of getting rich in America. By the late 1870s, as the proprietor of a thriving grocery store, saloon, and boardinghouse in St. Louis’s West End, half a block from Grand Avenue Park, he was well on his way to his goal. He operated a beer garden on the property, and, after games, baseball fanatics flocked into his place for a tall mug of lager and a bite to eat. They might enjoy sprightly polkas and popular tunes, played by a small band, before heading home after dusk on the horse-drawn streetcars. On the city’s sweltering summer afternoons, the lush green leaves overhead formed a cooling canopy that rustled in the breeze, helping to capture some of St. Louis’s intense dust and heat. It was “one of the peculiarities of German customs” that parents readily brought their young ones to such drinking places, noted the 1878 book A Tour of St. Louis. “It is often the case that a family consisting of husband and wife and half a dozen children may be observed seated at a table, sipping fresh, foaming beer, and eating pretzels.”


Germans had poured into the Midwest from the 1830s through the 1880s as part of a mass exodus from their homeland. They were fleeing hard times, bad harvests, bullying bureaucrats, and the brutality of war for a better, freer life. The crackdown that followed the revolutions of 1848, in particular, drove many German liberals to America, where some became distinguished leaders in the antislavery and workers’ rights movements. By 1880, some 54,901 of the 350,518 people in St. Louis—more than 15 percent—were German-born. They had nourished their dreams on books of advice like The Germans in America (1851), by a Boston pastor named F. W. Bogen. “A great blessing meets the German emigrant the moment he steps upon these shores,” Bogen promised. “He comes into a free country; free from the oppression of despotism, free from privileged orders and monopolies, free from the pressure of intolerable taxes and imposts, free from constraint in matters of belief and conscience.” Many Germans were drawn to the idea of a young, dynamic country where their talent and strenuous work mattered more than the whims of government bureaucrats or the accident of birth.


The Germans brought with them something called gemutlichkeit—a compound of “conviviality, camaraderie and good fellowship, love of celebrations, card-playing, praise of [the] German way of life, and all these washed over by flowing kegs of good lager beer.” Lippincott’s Magazine explained to its readers in April 1883: “Beer and wine the German looks upon as gifts of God, to be enjoyed in moderation for lightening the cares of life and adding to its pleasures; and Sunday afternoon is devoted, by all who do not belong to the stricter Protestant sects, to recreation.”


Many native-born Americans frowned on such ideas. The New York Times, the voice of the eastern Protestant establishment, with its affection for blue laws and prohibition, hoped these aliens would soon outgrow their Old World habits: “In the old countries, where freedom is smothered, drinking may be necessary to drown the depressing influences of despotism; but here, where freedom woos the mind to culture, no such beastly compensation is called for, and we believe we have said sufficient to prove that our German fellow-citizens are born for higher and nobler uses than for schnapps and lager-bier.” The Cincinnati Enquirer, in contrast, insisted that German beer actually helped to civilize America. “Formerly Americans drank scarcely anything else than whisky, frequently very bad whisky, and the consequence was quarreling, strife and fights. Now Americans drink almost as much beer as the Germans do, and whereas Americans used to pour everything down their throats standing, they now sit down good naturedly and chat over a good glass of beer, without flying into one another’s hair.”


It wasn’t long before the number of beer gardens operating on Sundays in St. Louis became something of a national scandal, as easterners complained of a steady assault on the sanctity of the Lord’s Day. Though St. Louis was predominantly Christian, “it cannot be claimed that its inhabitants are pious, in the sense of the word as understood in Boston,” admitted the authors of A Tour of St. Louis. St. Louis residents—some descended from French Catholics, who shared the German attitude toward Sundays—burst from their homes on the Lord’s Day, filling the streets with laughter and chatter as they made their way to such “umbrageous enclosures” as beer gardens. “Music, dancing, ball games, and other amusements are indulged in with a zest which shows the intensity of pleasure realized from them by the participants.” For them, such pleasures were “soul-feasts.”


In St. Louis, immigrants encountered a thriving but rough city at the cultural crossroads of America—one part southern in its charm, gentility, and large black population; one part northern in its relentless jockeying for money; and one part cowboy outpost, the traditional departure point for those intrepid souls making the journey for the Wild West on Conestoga wagons. By the 1880s, few of the city’s 300 miles of roadway had been paved, leaving St. Louis to be plagued by wind-whipped dust in dry weather and slimy mud during the wet season. The sewer system was poor, and polluted wells were a source of deadly diarrhea and fever. Strangers had great difficulty finding their way around, since the city did not bestir itself to install street signs until it hosted the 1896 Republican National Convention. People made their way about the city on bob-tail cars—small, 15-foot-long streetcars drawn along rails, pulled by one horse or two donkeys, and typically overflowing with passengers, some precariously clinging to the outside.


Before the Civil War, St. Louis had been a major steamboat hub, and those magnificent, brightly colored “floating palaces” formed “a forest of smokestacks along the banks,” one German immigrant recalled. But, in ever-changing America, that gaudy world vanished almost overnight. By the 1880s, railroads, which could move people and goods much faster and cheaper than steamboats, had stolen much of the boats’ business.


Von der Ahe’s St. Louis was a booming place, the sixth largest city in America as of 1880. Thick coal smoke hung over the city, making the morning light seem feeble and gray long after dawn. “These Western cities exhale a tainted breath, stifle themselves in the fumes of their own prosperity,” wrote a visiting writer for Harper’s Magazine. On brutally hot summer days, St. Louis residents strolled across the great Eads Bridge, or found relief in sidewalk cafés that made the Harper’s reporter think of Paris boulevards: “Little tables are put out in the front of the principal restaurants,” he wrote, “and the guests chatter and sip refreshments at them, under the glowing gas-lights, till a late hour.”
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VON DER AHE HAD FOUND HIS WAY HERE FROM 4,000 MILES AWAY. He was born on October 2, 1848, in Hille, a fastidious farming village in the green region of Westphalia in Prussia. Christened Christian Frederick Wilhelm Von der Ahe, he took his name from his father, who had been named, like his father, after Frederick the Great. Chris was the oldest of nine children, several of whom died in childhood. He was baptized in the Evangelist Church, signifying he was Protestant, probably Lutheran. The elder Von der Ahe was an ambitious and successful grain dealer and merchant, but death struck him down early, in 1864, when he was only forty. Chris was sixteen. Three years later, he faced compulsory service in the Prussian military, with its harsh discipline and officers in spiked helmets. Fearing dismemberment or death in the wars of German unification, the young man dodged it all by emigrating in 1867. To get out of Germany, he may have lied to officials, telling them he was born in 1851, and thus too young to serve, a fictional birthdate he maintained throughout his life, presumably to avoid arrest should he ever return to his native land. The fib is preserved on his gravestone and in various official documents. In any case, he found his way to a ship, most likely in Hamburg or Bremen, that was bound for New York City.


The voyage across took about seventeen days by steamer, the form of transportation used by most immigrants by the late 1860s. Stacked atop each other in berths, sometimes four rows high, the immigrants were crammed into a dark hold that reeked of vomit, rancid food, and unbathed humanity—a Petrie dish for lice, infectious disease, and death. Saltwater seeped into the steerage through ventilation holes, adding dampness and cold to the misery. Their troubles did not end in New York. The moment the travelers stepped off the boat and tried to regain their land legs, swarms of money-grubbing Americans were poised to fleece them. Immigrants knew that they could seek help at the German Immigration Society, a charitable institution established to assist those coming to America. But con artists went to the trouble of setting up fake German societies; some newcomers went to them, to be parted from whatever little money they had brought.


Soon after landing in New York, Von der Ahe set out for the Midwest. He arrived as the city’s economy was staggering into a postwar slump. Day and night, hungry, haggard men thronged the St. Louis headquarters of the German Immigration Society, in the basement of Tivoli Hall on Elm Street, desperate for work. But Von der Ahe, bright and ambitious, landed a job as a grocery clerk in the city’s West End. Within a few years of his arrival, he was co-owner of a combination grocery store and saloon on the corner of Sullivan and Spring. In those times, “any grocery store worth its salt was attached directly through a swinging door to a saloon,” one St. Louis resident recalled.


On March 3, 1870, when he was twenty-one, Von der Ahe married twenty-year-old Emma Hoffmann, a Missouri-born daughter of German immigrants. Nine months later, their only son, Edward, was born. In 1872, Chris boldly bought out his business partner, staking his life’s savings of $1,125, and when one of his debtors died, Von der Ahe moved his business into a two-and-a-half-story boardinghouse a block south, at the corner of Grand and St. Louis. He delved into ward politics, working on behalf of the pro-immigrant, antiprohibition Democratic Party, and befriended a rising state representative named John Joseph O’Neill, soon to be elected to Congress. In short, Von der Ahe had acquired a family, a growing business, a place in the community, and political connections. In time, he had a feed and flour store and butcher shop, three horses, three delivery wagons, a stable, nine rooms over the store, and an office on the first floor. He could boast of $75,000 in annual sales. The business he had built was a testament to the American dream. But Von der Ahe craved more money, fame, and respect.


He intended to win them through, of all things, an odd American obsession that was then called base ball—two words. One of his neighbors, a Swiss immigrant named Augustus Solari, ran an enclosed baseball grounds right down the street named Grand Avenue Park. Solari had overseen its erection on what was then a cornfield on the outskirts of town. He then rented it out to a series of teams, most notably the superb St. Louis Brown Stockings, a major-league club from 1875 through 1877. Intrigued, Von der Ahe began contemplating how his saloon business could exploit its proximity to the ballpark, “as he might have become interested in pretzels, peanuts or any other incitant to thirst and beer drinking,” according to one reporter.


To get inside the business, he angled for a leadership role in the Grand Avenue Base Ball Club, a team that played on days when the Brown Stockings did not need the park. Von der Ahe obtained a place on its board of directors in 1876, when he was twenty-seven, possibly with the help of the club’s president, Eleventh Ward City Councilman J. B. Woestman, a fellow Prussian immigrant, former grocer, and rising flour manufacturer who lived near Von der Ahe on Grand Avenue. (When Woestman was implicated in a bribery scandal that spring, Von der Ahe provided security for his $2,000 bond.) The directors pledged to put a good team on the field, promising that “none but the best amateur players would be engaged, and that honesty would outweigh skill.” Von der Ahe immersed himself in the operation, and before the start of the second season, he was elected vice president. From that post, he secured the concession at Grand Avenue Park for selling beer by the mug and whiskey by the shot, including during National League games played there.


But Von der Ahe had to wonder how much longer that concession would be worth anything. All over the country, it had become an open question whether professional baseball could even survive. Spectators were abandoning the sport, which seemed destined to wilt away, another American fad on its way to oblivion. If he wanted to make more money, Von der Ahe would have to find a way to make baseball popular again.
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AMERICA WAS IN THE GRIP OF A TERRIBLE DEPRESSION FOR MUCH of the 1870s, and professional baseball was barely surviving as the decade drew to a close. The sport’s reputation had been blackened by dishonest and drunken players whose dubious performances on the field led many paying customers to quit wasting their money on the game. The first professional league, the National Association of Professional Base Ball Players, founded in 1871, had staggered through five seasons, damaged not only by its crooks and boozers, but also by uncompetitive and poorly financed teams from minor markets as well as the boring dominance of one club, the Boston Red Stockings. The National Association could hardly be called a league—it was more a loose structure designed to award a pennant—since there was no fixed schedule, and any club could enter by paying a $10 membership fee, paltry even then. By the summer of 1875, William Ambrose Hulbert, the resolute president of the Chicago White Stockings (today’s Cubs), had endured enough of such nonsense. He staged a coup, drawing the richest clubs of the West out of the National Association and compelling the best teams of the East to join them in a smaller, more exclusive new circuit, the National League of Professional Base Ball Clubs, with the emphasis on giving club management control over players. It survives to this day as the National League.


From the owners’ standpoint, Hulbert’s league—with a fixed schedule and solid teams in baseball’s biggest markets—was a decided improvement over the chaotic National Association. Even so, gamblers still swarmed over ballparks, and betting fueled much of the public’s interest in the game. The huge amounts of money at stake inevitably spurred attempts to fix games. Sure enough, in late 1877, four members of the first-place Louisville Grays—including their superb pitcher, Jim Devlin—were implicated in throwing the National League pennant, blowing games to let Boston capture the flag. And since some of the players, including Devlin, had already signed to play for the St. Louis Brown Stockings in 1878, that team, too, got coated with the slime of their corruption.


The Brown Stockings could hardly afford this latest stain. They had already been soiled by a long series of gambling scandals. There was strong, if not quite actionable, evidence, for instance, that at least two St. Louis players were working for the notorious Chicago gambler Mike McDonald to throw games. Moreover, an explosive newspaper exposé charged that Brown Stockings manager George “Burtie” McManus, in cahoots with his captain, the shady Mike McGeary, attempted to buy Louisville-based umpire Daniel Devinney for $250 to shade calls in St. Louis’s favor. Disgusted with these developments, much of St. Louis simply gave up on baseball. The civic leaders who ran the Brown Stockings, having lost the services of Devlin and other stars who might have helped erase the organization’s debt, dropped their plans to build a new park downtown and instead folded the club. After years of top-drawer professional baseball, St. Louis had no major-league team for 1878.


This was grim news for two brothers who were sportswriters at competing St. Louis newspapers, Alfred H. Spink of the Missouri Republican and William Spink of the St. Louis Globe-Democrat. Recognizing that their jobs were not long for this world without baseball, they helped cobble together a semipro team, gave it the old name of Brown Stockings, and scheduled a series of games. “But the baseball-loving public, disgusted at the way they had lost the splendid team they had hoped for, would have none of it,” Alfred recounted. The new club played to mostly empty stands at Grand Avenue Park and the smaller Compton Avenue Grounds. When the Spink brothers lured the National League’s celebrated Indianapolis Browns to visit St. Louis in 1878, the home club failed to collect enough gate money even to fund the visitors’ trip back to the hotel down on the bob-tail horsecars.


By mid-1879, St. Louis seemed to have sworn off baseball. Even a heavily advertised game in June drew only a smattering of spectators, who, in the words of the St. Louis Globe-Democrat, “gazed at the beggarly array of empty benches, and thought of the olden time when ‘standing room only’ was the general rule.” The Brown Stockings limped on into 1879 and 1880 under their intrepid player-manager Ned Cuthbert, a former and future major leaguer. He and his players divided up the receipts after each game, giving about one-quarter of the take to the man who ran the grounds, Solari. The money was pitiful, though, and the neglected park was rapidly becoming shabby.


Into this situation stepped Von der Ahe. Cuthbert, who knew the German from his beer sales at Grand Avenue Park, recognized that this prosperous neighborhood burgher and rising civic leader was an ideal candidate to bankroll St. Louis’s return to the big time, which meant in the National League. At first, Von der Ahe was reluctant to risk his money on the scheme. “It was ‘Eddie’ who talked me into baseball,” Von der Ahe revealed late in life. “He picked me out, and, for months, he talked league baseball, until he convinced me that there was something in it.” By late 1880, Von der Ahe had come around to seeing what many American investors could not—that the business of baseball did not have to die; indeed, it might merely be in its infancy. American-born men who knew the game well had repeatedly tried to make a go of St. Louis baseball and failed, but the German immigrant formed the conviction that he could earn a fortune. He had a vision of making a day at the park a more exciting experience than ever before, with cheap tickets, booming beer sales, and big crowds adorned by beautiful women. What’s more, he saw a revitalized ballpark as the centerpiece of West End development and believed it would boost his business and his real-estate investments.


Such a vision required a great deal of imagination. under the management of the exhausted Solari, Grand Avenue Park had deteriorated into a dump that, according to Al Spink, “contained a weather beaten grandstand and a lot of rotten benches.” A two-story building, part of which Solari evidently used as his home, stood in right field, fenced off from play, only 285 feet down the line. Von der Ahe persuaded Solari to drop the lease on the ballpark and then, to his old neighbor’s apparent surprise, forced him out of the building. Von der Ahe intended to rip down the stands and replace them with a fresh new wooden grandstand. He would build an upper deck and bleachers on the side, making the new park “the most commodious in the country.” That project would cost at least $2,500, a substantial investment, particularly at a time when baseball was considered close to death. Von der Ahe was undeterred. He cofounded a new organization to pick up the lease and run the grounds, the Sportsman’s Park and Club Association. Other men were involved, but Von der Ahe boldly bought up most of the stock, reportedly sinking his life’s savings of $1,800 into the scheme. That was a significant amount of money in an era when the average factory worker earned less than $500 a year.


Displaying a spirit of innovation well ahead of his time, Von der Ahe envisioned his new park as a multipurpose entertainment complex with “a cricket field . . . a base ball diamond, cinder paths for ‘sprinters,’ a hand ball court, bowling alleys and everything of that sort.” By one account, sportsmen who were passionately devoted to wing shooting contributed to the new facility, intending to hold weekly shooting events at the grounds under the auspices of the St. Louis Gun Club (which may help explain the new name of the Grand Avenue grounds, rechristened Sportsman’s Park). Von der Ahe also made plans to use Solari’s house as a beer garden, setting chairs and tables out in deep right field, literally in play.


But readmission to the National League—which the Browns’ backers thought was key to their financial hopes—went nowhere. “The owners of its clubs had no use for us,” Al Spink recalled. Gambling scandals had given St. Louis “a black eye in baseball circles the country over.” And, surely, years of poor attendance at St. Louis games, and Von der Ahe’s intention to sell oceans of beer, did not help, either. At that point, no one outside the immediate circle of investors seemed to have the slightest faith that Von der Ahe could turn it all around. But the National League’s snub was just as well, since Von der Ahe had a different vision.


The National League, with its fifty-cent tickets and ban on Sunday ball, marketed the game only to the rich, or at least the upper middle class—the lawyers, accountants, and businessmen who had the freedom to take a break late in the afternoon and go out to the ballpark. Von der Ahe had another idea: to welcome working men and fellow immigrants, those who toiled all week and could not break free from their jobs to attend a game. These men had only Sundays available for something like baseball. They could not easily afford the National League’s admission price of fifty cents, but they could come up with twenty-five cents for a ticket. With this insight, Von der Ahe made baseball a much more inclusive game; in a sense, he helped make it the American game.


It took guts—some thought reckless stupidity—to invest in baseball in 1880, particularly in St. Louis. “When [Von der Ahe] pulled out of the savings bank the most of his hard earnings and invested it in resurrecting the national game in St. Louis, he knew as much about baseball as a porker does about theology,” sportswriter Harry Weldon claimed. “Chris had no experience then but was plucky and game enough to risk the money in the venture when no one else would touch it with a pair of tongs.” That was a bit of an exaggeration, since Von der Ahe had been involved peripherally with the game for a number of years. But, however little or much he knew about baseball, the immigrant grocer knew this: to make a dollar in America, a man had to take a chance. “If it sells beer, I’m all for it,” he told his fellow baseball investors.


In the early spring of 1881, a group of players sat on the field in front of Von der Ahe’s splendid new grandstand, talking about the upcoming season. Although they were barely eking out a living, the players were solid professionals. Most of them either had major-league experience already or would someday. “It was agreed as we all sat there on the green sward that we would work together to build up the sport,” Al Spink recalled three decades later. “Each player promised to be prompt at each game, to do his level best at all times and to take for his pay just as small a percentage of the gate receipts as the general welfare of the park and its owners would allow.”


Lost in the golden glow of Spink’s memory was a bitter wrangle that led up to that serene gathering, a fight between the players and Von der Ahe over dividing up the proceeds. The new owner, determined to recoup his investment, announced plans to boost his share of the gate and slash the players’. That spurred threats of a walkout. The players’ leader, William Spink, received a cut of the gate for his efforts and had no interest in seeing it reduced. He insisted that the Browns would be better off abandoning the truculent Von der Ahe and his spiffy Sportsman’s Park and going off to play at the smaller, shabbier Compton Avenue Grounds. Had William swayed the players, he might well have left Von der Ahe with an expensive new ballpark and no team. But Von der Ahe shrewdly outflanked Spink, quashing the rebellion by offering two star players, Bill and Jack Gleason, an extra $100 each to stay with him. He also promised to use his political connections to secure them patronage jobs in the city’s fire department. In the end, Ned Cuthbert and other key players decided to remain, too, realizing it made little financial sense to abandon their big new ballpark. Frozen out after fighting to restore baseball’s popularity, William Spink felt betrayed by the mercenary Gleason brothers. He refused to speak a word to either of them until his death in 1885. “Had they remained with Spink, Von der Ahe would probably have never been heard of in connection with base ball,” noted one reporter. Chris’s gutsy move dramatically increased his power over baseball in St. Louis.


Among those who stayed with Von der Ahe was William’s own brother, Al. Despite the new park and a willingness of players and management to work together, the outlook still “seemed cold and bleak,” Al recalled, for one glaring reason: the Brown Stockings, who played in no organized league, could not easily find opponents. “It was up to me to fill the breach,” he said. Al proposed a clever idea to a fellow baseball writer, Oliver Perry Caylor of the Cincinnati Enquirer, in another heavily German, lager-loving city that had lost its slot in the National League. He urged Caylor to round up whatever professional players were still lurking in town, slap on them the nostalgic name of Cincinnati Reds, and bring them to St. Louis for a three-game, Saturday-through-Monday series in late May 1881. It proved a brilliant scheme. Thousands of people thronged Sportsman’s Park. “The names St. Louis Browns and Cincinnati Reds proved magic in so far as reawakening interest in the game in this city was concerned,” Spink recalled. At the end of the game, Von der Ahe, “happier, apparently, than any of the rest,” grasped Spink by the hand. “What a fine big crowd! But the game, Al, the game. How was it? Was it a pretty good game? You know I know nothing about it.”


Hoping to keep the crowds pouring in all summer, Spink arranged visits from the “prairie nines” operating in the Midwest, semipro clubs at best. Fortunately, they were willing to come “just for the fun of playing,” receiving nothing beyond expenses—railroad travel to St. Louis in cheap cars, a stay in a second-rate hotel, and a trip on the horsecars to and from the park. “There was of course no discipline, no order, no anything, each player coming and going as he pleased,” Spink remembered. One team, the Chicago Eckfords, arrived with only seven men, minus the two most important players—catcher and pitcher. Spink managed to salvage the game when, en route to the park, he spied two youngsters playing on a lot in North St. Louis and hauled them along—catcher Kid Baldwin and pitcher Henry Overbeck, both of whom later had professional careers, Baldwin in the major leagues.


As the city’s passion for baseball reignited, the Globe-Democrat passed along a joke that was making the rounds: “Base Ball is old in the world, as is proven by the very first line in Genesis: ‘In the big inning,’ etc.” And Sunday after Sunday, spectators who had attended morning religious services drained kegs of Von der Ahe’s beer in the afternoon. “He took no interest in the game, but stood over his bartenders, watching the dimes and quarters that the crowd showered over the bar,” player Tom Brown recalled. “Hear dem shouding out dare,” Von der Ahe supposedly said, looking over the crowd. “Tree tousand tem fools and one vise man, and the vise man is me, me Chris Won der Ahe!”


By midsummer 1881, the wise man’s investment was paying off handsomely, to the astonishment of poor Solari, whose previous management of the same property “was not,” in the words of the St. Louis Globe-Democrat, “an overpowering success.” Driven by jealousy, or perhaps a sense that the German had hoodwinked him, Solari became so resentful that he “resorted to some means of ruffling the feathers of the club at large and Von der Ahe in particular.” For starters, he challenged Von der Ahe’s liquor license. Solari lost that one, but he and other citizens, worried about bullets flying in a residential neighborhood, managed to persuade local authorities to revoke shooting privileges at the park. “As a final piece of spitework,” Solari erected a high fence in front of Von der Ahe’s house, obstructing the family’s view of the park. Not content with that, he had Von der Ahe arrested on charges, quickly dismissed, of making false affidavits about the park’s neighbors. Three months later, someone managed to get Von der Ahe hauled before the Second District Police Court for exhibiting “Base ball, cricket, etc., without [a] license.” The court continued the case until a later date. It never again made the papers. Perhaps Von der Ahe called on his political connections or paid a bribe to make the problem disappear. In any event, Solari’s harassment failed to slow him down. Von der Ahe was determined to make this venture work.


Professional clubs began to take note of the huge crowds Von der Ahe’s Browns were drawing on Sundays. No longer did St. Louis have to rely on seven-man teams for opponents. The outstanding Akrons of Ohio, as well as such famous unaffiliated eastern clubs as the Athletics of Philadelphia and the Atlantics of Brooklyn, were now interested in coming to get a share of Von der Ahe’s gate. When they arrived that fall, the turnout was so strong that Von der Ahe and his fellow independent baseball entrepreneurs reached the obvious conclusion: to hell with the National League. It was time to start their own major league. The old league’s response to these upstarts, it turned out, would be anything but pleasant.
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THE BEER AND WHISKEY CIRCUIT


SITTING AT HIS DESK IN HIS WELL-APPOINTED HOME ON 1334 40TH Street in Chicago, National League President William A. Hulbert took his pen in hand to compose one of his famously blunt letters. Hulbert was fiercely proud of his reputation as the iron-willed leader who had rescued professional baseball—even if he had failed to make it terribly popular—and he intended to defend that legacy as long as he drew breath. He had always greeted the world as a no-nonsense man, strong and decisive, posing for his photograph with a firm demeanor and a scowl of skepticism. But on this cold, windy Tuesday of November 8, 1881, the portly forty-nine-year-old businessman was weakening. His chest hurt, he was short of breath, and he was getting seriously worried about what was happening to the game he loved. The nefarious characters who, six days earlier, had founded a new league, the American Association, rival to his six-year-old National League, seemed determined to ruin his life’s work. He hoped to speak reason to them. His eyes smoldering, he dipped his pen into the ink and started scratching out a letter to the American Association’s new president.


Hulbert was a shrewd, pugnacious man in the mold of his adopted city of Chicago, which, in his view, was the epicenter and epitome of can-do America. “I’d rather be a lamppost in Chicago,” he was fond of saying, “than a millionaire in any other city.” Born in Burlington Flats, Otsego County, New York—not far from Cooperstown—in 1832, he had come to Chicago as a child with his parents, who were among the earliest settlers of what was then a muddy frontier outpost. His father, a farmer named Eri Baker Hulbert, set off for Chicago a year ahead of his wife and child to take over a general store there in 1836. His initial trip, which by the time his son had reached adulthood would be a reasonably quick railroad journey, took Eri a miserable sixteen days. He traveled for twenty-four hours on the canal packet from Utica to Buffalo, endured a rough voyage to Detroit, and went the rest of the way “tramping on foot, with the mud up to [his] knees,” or riding in an old wagon with nothing to protect him from the elements. His son inherited his dogged persistence. Educated at Beloit College, William married the daughter of a grocer, took over her father’s business, and turned it into a thriving coal delivery operation. He became a prominent member of the Chicago Board of Trade, where he was known “as a clear-headed, farsighted, and successful operator.” At the same time, he rose to the presidency of the Chicago White Stockings baseball club and, from that perch, founded the National League and took over its presidency. As the de facto czar of professional baseball, he fought hard for the game’s integrity, insisting on strong management power over players—and his own authority over wayward owners.


As early as 1876, Hulbert taught his fellow owners that he was not to be trifled with. After the League’s very first season, he expelled both the New York Mutuals and the Philadelphia Athletics, even though the clubs represented the two biggest cities in America. They had failed to play out their full schedules, something he considered an unpardonable breach of the rules, despite the fact that there were extenuating circumstances. The Athletics’ owner confronted Hulbert in his hotel room during the League’s annual meeting that winter and tearfully pleaded for a second chance. “I beg of you not to expel us; we will enter into any bonds; we will do anything,” he said. Hulbert’s response was merciless: “No, we are going to expel you.” Although New York and Philadelphia were longtime baseball hotbeds, Hulbert believed that the credibility of the game and the reliability of the National League schedule came first.


Similarly, Hulbert refused to budge on his edict of lifetime expulsions for the four crooks from Louisville who had thrown the 1877 pennant. Many in baseball pleaded for clemency, noting that pitcher Jim Devlin, in particular, was destitute, had a family to feed, and had been treated badly by the Louisville club. The ill-educated Devlin, struggling to spell common words, was driven to write a pathetic letter to influential and kindhearted Boston manager Harry Wright, begging him for help: “I am living from hand to mouth all winter I have not got a Stich of Clothing or has my wife and child You Dont Know how I am Situated for I Know if you did you woed do Something for me I am honest Harry you need not Be Afraid the Louisville People have made me what I am to day a Beggar . . . I am Dumb Harry I dont Know how to go about it So I Trust you will answer this and do all you Can for me.”


Devlin later showed up at Hulbert’s office in a threadbare jacket on a cold winter day and literally got down on his knees to plead forgiveness. “I heard him entreat, not on his own account—he acknowledged himself unworthy of consideration—but for the sake of his wife and child. I beheld the agony of humiliation depicted on his features as he confessed his guilt and begged for mercy,” recalled Hulbert’s lieutenant, Albert G. Spalding. Hulbert trembled as he struggled to control his emotions, and he pulled fifty dollars from his wallet. “That’s what I think of you, personally,” Hulbert said, “but, damn you, Devlin, you are dishonest; you have sold a game, and I can’t trust you. Now go; and let me never see your face again; for your act will not be condoned so long as I live.”


In Hulbert’s view, the game could not afford excessive sympathy for players. He oversaw the imposition of the essential, if blatantly unfair, reserve clause—which bound players to their teams even after their contracts expired, effectively eliminating any opportunity for them to become free agents and sell their services to the highest bidder. Hulbert and his fellow owners contended that clubs could not retain value if the players they nurtured could simply pick up and leave. Their argument held sway over major-league baseball for nearly a hundred years, and even now players in their first several seasons in the big leagues are tied to the reserve clause before they can become free agents.


The owners felt they needed strong controls because players tended to be hard-drinking, self-serving, sometimes dishonest young men who were out to make a buck any way they could, and not especially good at keeping their promises. These unruly men emerged from an America where there was far less opportunity for higher education than today, a land of harsh working conditions without much of a social safety net, other than niggling charity from religious institutions. Professional baseball offered at least a temporary escape from stifling, dangerous mines or factories or dreary hard labor on farms. Though not even remotely as wealthy as today’s multimillionaires, major-league players of the time were reasonably well off. They were paid two to three times what many of their fellow Americans earned toiling ten to twelve hours a day, six days a week.


Still, playing professional baseball was anything but an easy life. The sport was filled with agony and injury. It was played bare-handed—gloves for most of the fielders were not prevalent until the late 1880s—which meant pain and frequent broken fingers. Catchers did have some minimal protection. They wore gloves on both hands with the fingers sheared off so that they could grip the ball, wore chest protectors, and had primitive wire face masks (dubbed “bird cages”). But foul tips could smash through the wire of those masks or split catchers’ fingers, sometimes exposing bloody bone and sinew. And the lack of shin guards led to agonizing bruises and injuries. Owners, operating on small profit margins or losing money, only paid for twelve or thirteen men per team. Everyone was expected to work hard. When a man got injured, his pay often stopped—no play, no pay. Rules did not permit substitutions during games except in the event of injuries or illnesses so acute that the player clearly could not go on. (The umpire decided whether that was the case, often provoking bitter arguments with managers.) As a result, men played in pain, sometimes aggravating their injuries. Careers tended to be short.


Those extra players who were not in the starting lineup were expected to help out by working the gates in their street clothes, collecting tickets. Baseballs themselves were pricy items, and owners preferred to use only one per game, instead of the one-hundred-plus used today. They were as hard as modern baseballs, and the same size and weight, but had a rubber center rather than a cork one, which made them more difficult to drive for distance. (Even so, professional sluggers could knock them over the fence.) If fouled off into the crowd, or even out of the park, the balls had to be fetched and returned to the field. By the end of the game, as the sun set on parks without lights, the ball had become stained with dirt and tobacco juice, making it extremely difficult for a batter to see. Often, it was mushy; sometimes, the stitching—which was black rather than red, and sewed closer together than on today’s balls—would come loose.


Modern fans would find the early game different in other ways as well. For decades, foul balls caught on the bounce were outs. The National League eliminated the “foul-bound catch” in 1883, but the American Association retained this play until June 1885, making for mad dashes into foul territory by the fielders. Batters had an advantage under the rules in being able to choose either a “high” (between letters and belt) or “low” (between belt and knees) pitch zone when they came to the plate, and the umpire had to adjust. Foul balls were not yet strikes, and skilled hitters, such as Arlie Latham, could foul off pitch after pitch, tiring the hurler without losing ground in the pitch count. But there was no rule yet giving a batter his base if he was hit by a pitch—and competitive and hardhearted pitchers ruthlessly took advantage of that, driving batters off the plate and, not infrequently, stinging them with fastballs.


Making all this scarier was how close pitchers seemed. The pitcher’s mound had not yet been invented; pitchers worked in a level, rectangular, four-by-six-foot box with six-inch-square iron plates affixed to each corner, its front edge only fifty feet from home plate. Inside that box, pitchers could take a kind of run and hop to more swiftly propel the ball. Batters, wearing only cloth caps rather than today’s protective helmets, had little time to react.


It was a fast-paced and dangerous game, and Hulbert harbored no illusions about the character of the men who played it. In one letter, he voiced his disgust to a Worcester official about one particularly mercurial outfielder. “Lipman Pike has for many years been notorious as a shirk, fraud and brat,” Hulbert wrote. “He is a conspicuous example of the worthless, ungrateful, low-lived whelps that the League will do well to publicly throw overboard by means of a published black list.” Hulbert got his blacklist, then promptly denied ten men their livelihood in baseball, not only barring League clubs from hiring them, but prohibiting lucrative exhibition games against any club that did. That made it all but impossible for the banished men to find work. In a highly publicized “Address to Players,” Hulbert warned that the League was imposing “stricter accountability” on those inclined to drink to excess. Hereafter, he declared, the organization would not “permit or tolerate drunkenness or bummerism” by players. No longer could a ballplayer “disgrace his club and his avocation by scandalous and disreputable practices.”


Controlling these young men was only part of Hulbert’s agenda. At the core of his plan to set baseball on a road to economic salvation was a campaign to attract upper-middle-class customers and their families. Many such customers had given up on baseball in the 1870s, disgusted by the gamblers, boozers, thugs, and painted strumpets who had infiltrated ballparks. Hulbert hoped to lure back the middle class through a Puritan agenda of no Sunday ball, no beer sales, no gambling on the grounds, and a fifty-cent admission price, high enough to keep the riffraff out.


In 1880, the owners of the Cincinnati Reds had incurred Hulbert’s wrath by selling beer on their grounds and renting the park out for Sunday non-League games—something the organization depended on to make ends meet, given their bum players and the League’s high admission price. Like St. Louis, Cincinnati was loaded with German immigrants who had come to expect such civilized pleasures. The dispute came to a head at the League’s fall 1880 meeting, when Cincinnati Reds President W. H. Kennett refused to sign a pledge against beer and Sunday ball, pleading that his stockholders could not condone a pact that would be tantamount to financial suicide. “Beer and Sunday amusements have become a popular necessity,” O. P. Caylor of the Cincinnati Enquirer tried to explain to the puritanical owners back East. “We drink beer in Cincinnati as freely as you used to drink milk, and it is not a mark of disgrace either.” But two days after Kennett refused to sign the pledge, Hulbert and his fellow owners gave Cincinnati the boot, as they had New York and Philadelphia. Caylor found it hypocritical in the extreme. “We respectfully suggest, that while the League is in the missionary field, they turn their attention to Chicago and prohibit the admission to the Lake Street grounds of the great number of prostitutes who patronize the game up there.”
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New York Clipper, October 29, 1881



(Library of Congress)
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By the fall of 1881, it was clear that Hulbert’s stout leadership had forced owners and players into line. But his struggle had come at a great cost: Some of the best markets in baseball were now deprived of a presence in the League, and Hulbert had managed to drain a good deal of fun out of baseball in the process. To his dismay, ambitious men in cities that the League had abandoned decided to fight back.


On November 2, 1881, they gathered at Cincinnati’s plush Gibson House hotel to talk about forming a less repressive league of their own. The delegation was top-heavy with liquor interests—not only the beer-selling Chris Von der Ahe, but also J. H. Pank of Louisville’s mammoth Kentucky Malt Company and Cincinnati officials who represented brewer-investors. Von der Ahe’s passion and drive made an instant impression with the group. Harmer Denny McKnight, chief executive of Pittsburgh’s Allegheny Club, suggested that Von der Ahe run the meeting as chairman, but the German politely demurred, returning the compliment by nominating the more articulate McKnight to serve in that difficult and time-consuming role. Then they got down to business.


The delegates formed a new league called the American Association, quickly admitting the St. Louis Browns, Cincinnati Reds, Louisville Eclipse, Brooklyn Atlantics, and Pittsburgh Alleghenys as members. The Association owners voted to give visiting clubs a puny rate of $65 per game, rather than the League’s 40 percent of the gate. This had the effect of making it harder for the poorer Association clubs to sponge off the richer ones; each club had to stand on its own, making the bulk of its profits from its own home games. (The $65 guarantee was one reason a wary Brooklyn pulled out before the start of the 1882 season, ceding its place to the Baltimore club owned by Harry Vonderhorst, another brewer who wanted to push his beer at the games.) On such holidays as Decoration Day or the Fourth of July, however, when huge crowds tended to flock to the park, gate receipts would be divided evenly.


There was still a question of placing teams in America’s biggest cities, Philadelphia and New York. Two delegations from Philly had arrived; the Association gave the Athletics club the nod because it already had a ballpark lined up. New York proved thornier. The flamboyant manager of the independent New York Metropolitans, “Truthful Jim” Mutrie, was on hand, but seemingly more as an observer than participant—and, probably, as a double agent. (His nickname, needless to say, was ironic.) Mutrie and his partner, John Day, had made piles of money from the National League by pitting their Metropolitan Club against visiting League teams, and neither seemed terribly eager to put that revenue stream at risk. Indeed, Mutrie declined even to enter the meeting room, saying he wanted to learn the policies of the new league before committing his club to anything. And, immediately after the meeting, he caught a train to Chicago, where he sat down with Hulbert behind closed doors. He emerged only to announce that the Mets would not be joining the Association.
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