

  




  [image: 001]




  



  

  



  [image: 001]



  

  




  [image: 002]



  

  




  

    For Anna,


    and for my grandfather,


    Brandon “Bud” Stone, 1914-2005
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    “EVERYTHING IS POSSIBLE


    TO HIM WHO DARES.”

  




  

    —Albert G. Spalding
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    MAP OF THE TOUR
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    PROLOGUE

  




  

    A GALAXY OF STARS

  




  

    SHORTLY BEFORE SEVEN O’CLOCK ON THE EVENING OF APRIL 8, 1889, a jubilant gang of men stepped from the lobby of New York’s posh Fifth Avenue Hotel and began a brisk walk uptown. Dressed in black tie and strapping to a man, they drew glances from all whom they passed, but cloaked by their good cheer and camaraderie they seemed oblivious to the attention. Leading the way, with his thick brush mustache neatly combed into place, was Albert Goodwill Spalding, at thirty-eight years of age already an American icon and master of the sporting-goods empire that still bears his name. Gathered around him were nineteen of America’s greatest baseball stars. Together, they were on their way to Delmonico’s, the city’s most exclusive restaurant, just three short blocks up the avenue.

  




  

     


  




  

    Two days earlier Spalding and his men had returned from an epic journey on which they had circumnavigated the globe. Their mission, endorsed by President Grover Cleveland, had been to bring baseball, America’s budding national game, to the far reaches of the earth. In their six months abroad these hardball proselytizers had covered five continents and nearly thirty thousand miles. Now, finally, the intrepid group had made it back home, and on this night they would celebrate 

     their adventure at a gala testimonial dinner, the first of many, to be attended by the cream of New York society.
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    It took just a few minutes for Spalding to guide the group to Delmonico’s Twenty-sixth Street entrance, where they were immediately whisked to an anteroom adjoining the restaurant’s second-floor ballroom. Everything had been precisely coordinated for their arrival. A gaggle of stewards were ready to take their coats, hats, and canes. Inside, three massive crystal chandeliers set the broad room aglow with gaslight, and a full orchestra played “Yankee Doodle” from a balcony festooned with flags and bunting. Red damask walls were animated by handsomely framed photographic portraits of the players on their journey: men in baseball uniforms riding through the streets of Ceylon in wobbly rickshaws, climbing about the great Sphinx in Egypt, standing in the Roman Coliseum, posing before a game in London for the Prince of Wales. Six long tables extended across the room, each with a towering centerpiece of freshly cut flowers surmounted by a three-foot-tall figure of a baseball player in action. (These pièces montées, a Delmonico’s specialty, took four days to sculpt from a secret recipe of confectioner’s sugar, egg yolks, and isinglass—a gelatin made of fish bladders). Waiting for the players to make their celebratory entrance were more than two hundred luminaries from the worlds of politics, finance, law, society, theater, art, literature, and sports. Placed neatly at each setting was a nine-page souvenir menu printed on heavy parchment paper and bound with red, white, and blue ribbons. The dinner, it informed, would be served “In Nine Innings,” and each of these was illustrated with an engraving in brown ink that depicted landmarks from the many stops of the tour. On the cover, a globe floated delicately over a wispy bed of clouds.

  




  

    When the doors were finally thrown open, the tourists were led in by John Montgomery Ward and Adrian “Cap” Anson, player-managers and future Hall of Famers who had shared top billing on the trip. Spalding followed, judiciously allowing the players to bask in the glory of a prolonged ovation before taking the place of honor on a dais that ran clear across the room.

  





  

    What they saw, in the words of former National League president A. G. Mills, was a veritable “galaxy of stars” that included Mark Twain and Theodore Roosevelt (the young sportsman and power broker had lost a mayoral bid in 1886 but was seen as an up-and-comer and had been consulted on the guest list). In the years to come, these two men would face off on the subject of America’s presence abroad, with Roosevelt spear-heading America’s expansionist foreign policy and Twain fighting against him as a founder of the Anti-Imperialist League. But on this night they were united in support of a trip that brought America’s game, symbol of the nation’s promise and modernity, to the world.

  




  

    The subscription price for the exclusive dinner was ten dollars a plate—a serious tab at the time—and even this left the organizing committee nearly two thousand dollars in debt. (Two hundred and fifty extra menus were printed and sold as souvenirs at a dollar apiece to help defray the cost.) For the price, Charles Ranhofer, Delmonico’s renowned chef de cuisine—the man who created Baked Alaska and Lobster Newberg—provided a cavalcade of dishes, each with some reference to the tourists’ route. Between a soup of “Broth Ceylon” and a dessert of candies formed into giant “Pyramids” was a menu of oysters, red snapper, filet mignon, capon, plover, and sweetbreads “Italian style”—all fortified by a selection of fine wines, liquors, and Veuve Clicquot champagne.

  




  

    The after-dinner speeches did not begin until well past ten o’clock, and opened with letters of regret and congratulation from the mayor and the governor, both of whom had been scheduled to appear. Instead, Chauncey Depew, president of the New York Central Railroad and gray eminence of New York politics, ably represented the state’s power elite, though some may have considered him an odd choice to speak on behalf of a group of athletes. (He had famously quipped, “I get my exercise acting as a pallbearer to my friends who exercise.”) But on this evening Depew struck precisely the right chord of jingoistic celebration: “When the American baseball team circled the globe, the effete monarchs of the East and the mighty powers of the West bowed their heads in humility and rose in acclaim.” Next came Spalding, who was saluted with a prolonged ovation while the orchestra struck up “Hail to the Chief.” “It does my heart good to see some Yanks again,” he said, earning even 

     more applause when he added, “I have the proud consciousness of having established our national game throughout the world and feel confident that many countries will adopt baseball as a game.” Next came Twain, who delivered an extended soliloquy on his days on the Hawaiian Islands, which had been one of the the tourists’ stops on their trip across the Pacific. Baseball, he told the assembled, was the “very symbol, the outward and visible expression of the drive, and push, and rush, and struggle of the raging, tearing, booming nineteenth century,” and that Spalding and his men had “carried the American name to the outermost parts of the earth, and covered it with glory every time.” Having charmed the audience, he closed with a toast: “I drink long life to the boys who plowed a new equator round the globe stealing bases on their bellies!”

  




  

    The evening’s festivities concluded with stage star DeWolf Hopper’s inimitable dramatic reading of “Casey at the Bat,” the formerly obscure comic ballad he had adopted as his own and had made famous during the previous season. By the time mighty Casey had taken his final, ill-fated blow, it was nearly 2 A.M.
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    For one glorious night, seen through a fog of champagne and adulation, Spalding’s tour appeared to be an unqualified success. But careful, or at least more cynical, observers might have detected something slightly amiss in the story being ladled out along with Ranhofer’s Ceylon Soup. The next morning, the editors of the New York Times saw fit to puncture the event’s pompous air with a wryly sarcastic account of the proceedings: “Baseball heretofore has been regarded as an athletic game, in which muscle and a desire to dispute with the umpire have been potent factors,” the paper chided, “but that is all a mistake. Baseball is an intellectual pursuit, which is indulged in only by gentleman of the highest mental calibre, and by those whose minds have undergone a singularly stringent training in the matter of intellectuality.”

  




  

    A little affectation was the least of it. Swept under Delmonico’s handsome carpets was any mention of the tour’s many feuds and acts of personal betrayal, and not a word was spoken of the bitter dispute, already 

     thick in the air, that would soon plunge the sport into an ugly and corrosive war. The fact was that Albert Spalding’s mission to conquer the world with bat and ball was not quite what it had appeared. But Spalding was not daunted. In the past he had always found it possible to mold reality to suit his vision. The truth was malleable, and he had always known just how to shape it. His motto, oft repeated, made that much clear: “Everything is possible to him who dares.”

  



  

  

  




  

    CHAPTER 1

  




  

    BASEBALL’S BARNUM

  




  

    As in the history of nations, so in that of all enterprises of magnitude, there arise from time to time men cast in heroic molds, the impress of whose acts upon the issues at hand is felt for many years.

  




  

    —ALBERT G. SPALDING

  




  

     


  




  

     


  




  

     


  




  

     


  




  

     


  




  

    IT WAS ANOTHER FAMOUS SON OF CHICAGO, THE ARCHITECT Daniel H. Burnham, who advised, “Make no little plans; they have no magic to stir men’s blood.” Albert G. Spalding surely would have agreed. Grand plans—historic, monumental, and unprecedented plans—were precisely what he had in mind when he welcomed select members of the Chicago sporting press into his private office on the afternoon of March 24, 1888. As the reporters filled the large, wood-paneled room, they found the young magnate standing before a tall window, casually reviewing the crowds bustling along Madison Street below. Perched on the broad desk in front of him, and strategically oriented so the reporters could not help but see it, was an overseas telegram Spalding had received earlier that morning. The dateline read Sydney, N.S.W., Australia, and the message consisted of but one word: Kenwood.

  




  

    There was an awkward moment of silence in the room, only broken when Sporting Times reporter De Witt Ray blurted, “Sydney, New South Wales! Who do you know there?”

  





  

    Spalding smiled coyly, but did not respond.

  




  

    “Who is Kenwood?”

  




  

    Still the smile, but nothing more.

  




  

    Ray pressed on, and the magnate parried until he felt he had built ample tension in the room. “That name Kenwood means in October or November next I shall sail from San Francisco for Australia with the largest company of ballplayers that ever plowed saltwater.”

  




  

    Spalding had been parsing that sentence in his mind for much of the day, and when he finally uncorked it he was pleased with both his delivery and its dramatic effect. Taking twenty-odd baseball players—and a supporting cast nearly as large—halfway around the world was no small undertaking, and would come at considerable expense, facts Spalding was only too happy to make clear to his audience. The trip, he estimated, would cost “a minimum of thirty thousand dollars,” a sum he would fund out of his own pocket. “I have such faith in the drawing attraction of the ball-playing we shall afford our Australian friends, that I prefer to assume the entire responsibility,” he told the group. Two teams would make the journey: Spalding’s own club, the Chicago White Stockings—they were the New York Yankees of their day, having won five championships in the 1880s—and a squad of stars, the “All-Americas,” handpicked from the other National League teams. His plan was to depart from Chicago in October immediately after the World Series, barnstorm through the cities of the West playing exhibitions, and then steam across the Pacific to Australia, where the teams would introduce the game of baseball to their colonial brethren. With this mission accomplished, they would retrace their steps home.

  




  

    Spalding’s carefully orchestrated performance worked just as he had intended. The next day, papers across the country picked up a story featuring baseball’s most daring executive and his grand plan to export the national game across the Pacific. The New York Times ran it on page 2: “American baseball players are to invade Australia.” A San Francisco Call headline dubbed the trip “A Bold Venture.” The Omaha Herald, noting the players would stop along the way for a game in Hawaii—then an independent nation ruled by an aboriginal king—slugged its story “Base Ball for Canibals [sic].” Of all the notices, none could have pleased 

     Spalding more than the passage he found in the St. Paul Pioneer Press: “That inimitable boomer, A. G. Spalding, has again come to the front with one of the greatest base ball moves in the history of the game. The famous base ball genius has been at work for several months on a plan to carry the game into foreign fields, make it known and popular at the furthest ends of the earth, and at the same time bring back a bountiful store of shekels.”

  




  

    He couldn’t have said it better himself.
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    It was altogether fitting that the go-ahead to launch the tour arrived in code. Kenwood. Back in February, Spalding had agreed to use the word as a cipher with Leigh S. Lynch, the advance agent he had sent off to Australia to make arrangements for the trip. Cablegrams were prohibitively expensive at the time, and charged by the word; codes were used to keep things short and cheap. (Even Lynch’s one-word missive cost Spalding fifteen dollars.) In the grand scheme of things, then, this bit of subterfuge was fairly innocuous—if anything, it merely suggested an extra bit of intrigue to the reporters gathered in Spalding’s office—but it is telling of a broader truth about Albert Spalding: Deception was a part of his lifeblood, a way of thinking and acting and framing the world to meet his own ends and desires. His career, his most intimate personal relationships, his businesses, the sport he would champion, the great tour on which he was set to embark, all of Albert Spalding’s successes—and they were legion—were built on deceptions, some of them small, others spectacularly elaborate. He was a master of misrepresentation in all of its forms, from the essentially harmless exaggerations that seemed a practical necessity in nineteenth-century business to outright and occasionally malicious fabrication. It is both the great irony of his life and a testimony to his mendacious genius that Spalding managed to make his own name virtually synonymous with transparency, square dealing, and rectitude. The sterling reputation he so assiduously manufactured would eventually lead members of California’s Republican party to draft him as a candidate for the United States Senate. In death, his New York Times obituary described him as “a stickler for absolute honesty and cleanliness.”

  





  

    But of course the truth was more complicated. The appearance of honesty and cleanliness were ends for which Spalding always seemed willing to compromise his means. His own manipulations of truth would become so intermingled with reality that the two became impossibly confused—at times, even he seemed to believe his own fabrications. And these fabrications were not without consequence. Spalding’s deceptions would dramatically alter baseball’s history, and then shroud it in a false mythology that lives on to this day. His sporting-goods empire became so tentacular that a trust-busting government forced the divestiture of significant holdings after his death. His personal life was simply bizarre. The seemingly upright Republican senatorial candidate had married into a quasi-occult religious group that believed in reincarnation and was devoted to a charismatic if curious figure known as the “Purple Mother.”

  




  

    No event better defined the Spalding modus operandi than the great tour he had just announced. It would be, as he well knew, a grand production sure to capture the public imagination. But as with anything promised by Spalding, a closer look reveals an entirely different set of motivations and realities.
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    Albert Goodwill Spalding was born early on the morning of September 12, 1850, in rural Byron, Illinois, some seventy-five miles west of Chicago. His father, James, was tall and handsome, with hazel eyes, an Abe Lincoln beard—the future president was said to be a family friend—and an air of amicable authority. Harriet, his mother, was a broad and sturdy matron of thirty-four years. The Spaldings, who could trace their roots to an ancestor, Edward Spalding, who arrived in Jamestown in 1619, were a family of considerable standing in Byron. James, who was active in Republican politics, had acquired a large parcel of farmland prior to his marriage, and he and his wife lived a comfortable life on the rental income from this estate and several houses he had also purchased in the town center. James Spalding’s primary interest in these antebellum years seemed to be his team of horses, a passion he tried to pass down to Albert, who was given a pony. (The boy, it turned out, was not much of an equestrian.) In 1854, Harriet gave birth to a daughter, Mary, and two 

     years later another son, James Walter. By all accounts it was a happy family; the three siblings would remain close throughout their lives, even when distance separated them. But in 1858 James Sr. died, and soon thereafter the family’s fortunes began to reverse. Harriet, it turned out, had few assets but her property, which she was reluctant to sell.

  




  

    When Albert reached the age of twelve it was decided that he would be sent off to live with relatives in nearby Rockford, a boomtown where he might find a better education than was currently available in Byron’s one-room schoolhouse. Harriet had ambition for her children, a hope that they might drink from the gushing fountain of American prosperity. The country’s expansion into the West and great leap into the industrial age offered possibilities that, at the time, seemed almost limitless. Sleepy Byron would not do.

  




  

    The decision to send Albert even so short a distance away was a difficult one for both mother and son. “Memories of the homesickness of that period haunt me like a nightmare to this hour,” Spalding would write in America’s National Game, the book that doubled as both a jingoistic history of baseball and his own autobiography. “The only solace I had, the only bright skies for me in those days of utter loneliness, were when I could go out to the commons to watch the other boys play Base Ball.” But Albert, a blushing, stammering child, was too shy to approach the local boys and ask to join in their fun. “I think no mother, parted from her young, ever had a stronger yearning to see her beloved offspring than I had to break in to those crude games.” For the moment, baseball would exist in Spalding’s life only as a spectator sport.

  




  

    Eventually Albert did manage to join one of those Rockford ball games. That time came on a typical afternoon, as he watched the unfolding action on the local diamond from his usual position on a rise beyond a drainage ditch in centerfield. There he sat, looking on in his self-imposed exclusion when a deep drive arced up over the field, its trajectory placing it on a course directly toward him. “Talk about special Providence!” he recalled. “That ball came for me straight as an arrow. Impulsively I sprang to my feet, reached for it with my right hand, held it for a moment, and then threw it home on an air-line to the catcher.” So began one of the storied careers in the game’s history. Baseball had come 

     to young Albert’s rescue, offering salvation and refuge from an otherwise grim existence. The incident would become a standard part of the Spalding hagiography, a story with which countless boys could identify. Is it any wonder, then, that as an adult Albert Spalding would travel nearly any distance and go to any length to promote and protect the game of baseball?
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    Albert Spalding at age twelve. His baseball career began shortly thereafter.

  




  

    While her son may not have realized it, the truth was that no mother, parted from her young, could have had a stronger yearning to see her 

     beloved offspring than Harriet Spalding. She would, in fact, relocate the entire family to Rockford after just one year of separation. But the time apart was particularly painful for her. Albert had always been her favorite; the two had a special bond even at this early stage in his adolescence. “I had a reputation of being a very indulgent mother,” she would later write in a memoir he encouraged her to pen. “I had petted Albert very much.” Looking back, it is not hard to understand just why she focused so intently on her precocious eldest child. Her life, to that point, had been a series of tragedies and hardships.
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    Harriet Spalding at age sixty. She accompanied her son on his tour eight years later.

  





  

    Harriet Spalding was born into a well-off family, the Goodwills, in upstate New York in 1816, but was orphaned at the age of ten after the death of her mother. In 1839, she married Austin Wright, a member of the family that had taken her in, and together the young couple moved west to Chicago in search of fortune. “We were not favorably impressed,” she would recall. “We found the place low and marshy; many people were down with fevers, and some were suffering with ague.” They moved on to bucolic Byron, with its “rivers as clear as a well-washed window, river banks high and dry, and the prairies covered with wild flowers.” Harriet gave Austin a son, and by all rights the family’s life was happy. But the bliss didn’t last. Austin soon fell ill, and a country doctor treated him with a course of bleeding, killing him. Shortly thereafter, their two-year-old son died. There would be more heartbreak. Harriet became pregnant almost immediately after her second marriage, to James Spalding, in 1848. That child, a boy, would only survive for two months. By the time Albert was packed off to Rockford, Harriet Spalding had buried a mother, two husbands, and two sons.

  




  

    If Harriet’s early history is extreme in the relentlessness of its cruelty, it does provide a useful illustration of the difficulties of life in nineteenth-century America—particularly in the rural Midwest—and may in part explain the intense drive that she imparted to her eldest son. Life expectancy for men born in 1850 was just over thirty-eight years; for women it was forty. The infant mortality rate was greater than 20 percent. Medical training was rudimentary, and there was little benefit to be found in the patent treatments so many Americans depended upon. Even thirty years later, ads in the Sporting News for Spalding’s very own baseball equipment regularly appeared nestled adjacent to those for such products as Dr. Owen’s Patented Electro-Galvanic Body Belt, which “guaranteed” a cure for “all rheumatic complaints, Lumbago, General and Nervous Debility, Kidney Diseases, Trembling, Sexual Exhaustion, Wasting of the Body, Diseases caused from Indiscretion of Mouth or Married Life, in fact all diseases pertaining to the Womb or Genital Organs of male or female.”

  





  

    Albert understood the trials his mother had suffered, and when he began formulating the plan for his grand tour, he made sure that she would be a part of it. He owed her that much, at least. Harriet’s friends were less enthusiastic, however, understandably concerned that, at the age of sixty-two, she might be too fragile for a long and potentially difficult journey, one with a group of rowdy ballplayers no less. “I suppose I looked pretty old to them even then to undertake a trip around the world,” she wrote. But Albert was stalwart, and his confidence encouraged hers. He knew her strength. In the end, Harriet Spalding’s fortitude would be a source of inspiration among her fellow tourists, many not even a third her age.
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    Back in Rockford, it was becoming abundantly clear that Albert, though a gifted student and a diligent worker, was cut out to be something greater than, in Harriet’s words, a “desk man.” But you wouldn’t necessarily know it to look at him. As a teen, Albert was tall and gawky, with spindly arms and a flat chest—hardly the physique of an athlete. Yet his skill with a baseball was apparent from that very first throw from the boundaries of the Rockford outfield. At the age of fifteen, just three years after that fateful toss, Albert was playing for a local youth team, the Pioneers, and by his own account had already mastered the fine art of pitching. “Call it science, skill, luck, or whatever you please, I had at that time, when only fifteen years old, acquired the knack of pitching winning ball.” In fact, he had just begun to discover the power deception could bestow when deployed with appropriate rigor.

  




  

    With his thin frame and underdeveloped musculature, Spalding made for a gawky presence on the diamond. Pictures of him from this period show an awkward boy standing nearly a head taller than his peers. Though he could throw a ball harder than just about any of his peers, he understood that it would take more than pure heat to become successful in the long term, especially against those who were more physically mature. Baseball rules in those early days of the game’s development favored the batter. A pitcher stood in a box (it would evolve into the mound and rubber slab we know today) with its front line 45 feet from home plate. 

     Pitches were thrown underhand with a straight arm and locked wrist—a style much like what is seen in today’s fast-pitch softball. The strike zone was divided in two—batters could call for a high or low ball—though as many as nine balls were required for a walk. With overhand pitching precluded, Spalding learned to rely on guile as much as velocity to retire opponents: by subtly modulating the speed of his pitches, all located with pinpoint accuracy, he routinely left bigger, stronger men helpless at the plate. (By the time Spalding’s tour departed on its great journey, the game had adopted rules much closer to their modern form, with overhand pitching and a conventional strike zone.)

  




  

    In America’s National Game, Spalding claimed that it was as a member of the Pioneers that he first exhibited the flare for self-promotional daring that would be his signature as a team owner and sporting-goods magnate. Rockford then possessed two baseball clubs: the Mercantiles, an amateur lot of adult tradesmen out for a little advanced recreation, and the Forest City’s, a semi-pro team of recruited athletes whose living expenses were subsidized by the town fathers. These were the days before established professionalism—there was no major league baseball to speak of—and teams like the Forest City’s represented the pinnacle of baseball play in the Midwest. Rockford was particularly ambitious about its team; the growing city saw the Forest City’s as a tool for promoting itself within the region and beyond. This was a common tactic, as baseball was fast becoming America’s great secular religion. With the close of the Civil War, the austerity of wartime was supplanted by a return to American optimism. Baseball, the fledgling “national game,” became a unifying force, healing regional and denominational divisions while allowing for the construction of a united cultural identity within both communities and the country as a whole. Baseball tournaments pitted top teams from cities across the Midwest in well-attended multi-day festivals; in 1866 Rockford itself hosted a tournament for the “Championship of the Northwest” that drew ten entrants, including teams from Chicago, Detroit, Milwaukee, Dubuque, and Bloomington. Tickets were sold for twenty-five cents. The winning Excelsiors of Chicago received, among other prizes, a regulation-sized baseball of solid 18-carat gold.

  





  

    It was within this baseball-mad atmosphere that Spalding, in 1865, took it upon himself to challenge the Mercantiles to a game with the Pioneers. At first, the adults refused to even entertain the idea of a match against “the kids.” But Spalding, if his memoirs are to be believed, was persistent in his petitioning, and when the game was finally played, it was no contest. With Spalding’s pitching confounding the Mercantiles’ bats and Ross Barnes, a friend and teammate, slapping hits all about the field, the young Pioneers thrashed their elders 26-2. The result, beyond some bruised egos, was that Spalding and Barnes were immediately drafted onto the Forest City’s. At least, this is Spalding’s version of events. The truth appears to have been somewhat different. For instance, the Pioneers did not exist in 1865, and there is no record of their having played the Mercantiles the following season. Anyway, it made for a good story, and whatever the circumstances of his rise, he was pitching for the Forest City’s in the great baseball tournament of 1866, with Rockford’s civic pride on the line. The team was eliminated after two games.

  




  

    That year marked another notable event for Rockford and its ambitious young pitcher, an event that casts some light on Spalding’s rather liberal approach to the idea of truth, at least in the realm of business. On December 4, Phineas T. Barnum, the self-described “Prince of Humbugs,” arrived in town to deliver a lecture that had been selling out concert halls across the United States and Europe for several years. Barnum’s subject was “The Art of Money-Getting,” a task at which he was, indisputably, expert. (Losing money was also a skill he had refined.) Like Spalding, Barnum is best remembered for a business that still bears his name: the traveling circus he dubbed the “Greatest Show on Earth.” But the circus was only one of Barnum’s many ventures and, hyperbole aside, one of his most reputable. He had in fact made his name producing a series of sensational hoaxes that were exhibited around the country and at his American Museum in downtown New York City. Among his more memorable fabrications were Joice Heth, a former slave woman reputed to be the 161-year-old nurse of George Washington; the Feejee Mermaid, a half monkey, half fish “freak of nature” that was in actuality two carcasses artfully sewn together; and “What Is It,” a black dwarf named William Henry Johnson who was advertised as the “missing link.”

  





  

    Contemporary audiences could not get enough of Barnum’s extravaganzas, however absurd they may have appeared. When it came to playing the two sides of the American character off against each other—its native skepticism on the one hand, its can-do optimism on the other—Barnum was a maestro. If there was a hoax in the offing, people wanted to see it for themselves, and they’d pay for the privilege. As the historian Neil Harris noted in his biography of Barnum, “Amusement and deceit could coexist; people would come to see something they suspected might be an exaggeration or even a masquerade. Any publicity was better than none at all.”

  




  

    Spalding, by then something of a minor Rockford celebrity, would likely have attended Barnum’s lecture—how could Harriet have allowed him to miss it? What he would have heard was Barnum’s ten-point plan for achieving and maintaining wealth, a prescription that merged commonsense principle and moralistic cant, all delivered with a showman’s flourish:



    

      1: Select the kind of business that suits your natural inclination and temperament; 2: Let your pledged word be sacred; 3: Whatever you do, do with all your might; 4: Use no description of intoxicating drinks; 5: Let hope predominate, but do not be too visionary; 6: Do not scatter your powers; 7: Engage proper employees; 8: Advertise your business; 9: Avoid extravagance and always live considerably within your income; 10: Do not depend on others.

    


  




  

    In case Spalding missed the performance, he had more than ample opportunity to review these “golden rules” in Barnum’s wildly popular autobiography, The Life of P. T. Barnum, Written by Himself, first published in 1855 and periodically updated by the author. The formula presented therein has served countless corporate motivators, self-help gurus, and late-night advertorialists ever since.

  




  

    Given Barnum’s openly dubious business practices and checkered financial history, his admonitions might best have been received with not grains of salt, but mounds of it. Who, of all people, was P. T. Barnum, the man behind the Feejee Mermaid, to lecture on the sacral inviolability 

     of the “pledged word”? Contemporary audiences, however, were generally willing to give him the benefit of their doubt; fame and success conferred authority on Barnum, and his droll treatment of his own antics had absolved him of what otherwise might have been considered foul play. Moreover, in the intellectual universe of nineteenth-century America, a time when robber barons such as Andrew Carnegie, John D. Rockefeller, and Cornelius Vanderbilt commanded the nation’s economic imagination, moral and commercial motives seemed inextricably intertwined. “Money getters are the benefactors of our race,” Barnum told his audience. “To them, in a great measure, we are indebted for our institutions of learning and of art, our academies, colleges, and churches.”

  




  

    Absent his own father, Spalding was naturally drawn to figures of male authority, and would be throughout his life. Indeed, Spalding would follow Barnum’s plan for the accumulation of wealth with almost eerie precision. As a career he chose baseball, a profession that suited his temperament and for which he was supremely qualified, but that was then considered inappropriate for a boy from a family of good standing. (Much of his career would be devoted to changing the negative public opinion of ballplayers.) He was meticulous, if not always forthright, in his business affairs. He was bold, but never foolish. He did not drink to excess, and forbade those who worked for him from doing so (members of his White Stockings were trailed by Pinkerton detectives to ensure their compliance with his temperance policy). His employees were expected to be men of upstanding character. He advertised relentlessly. He was not publicly extravagant. He knew how to delegate, but when matters were pressing, there was no question as to just exactly who was in command.

  




  

    The tour itself served as both an illustration and product of the ideas Spalding had absorbed from Barnum. He made no secret of the fact that the spread of baseball would mean the expansion of his own baseball empire. Australia, with a rapidly growing population and a vigorous athletic culture much like that of the United States, beckoned as a market for Spalding’s nascent sporting-goods business. And he knew that news of the trip would keep his team in the pages of American newspapers on a daily basis through baseball’s long winter off-season—a publicity windfall. The 

     players he would bring with him would not just be athletes, but ambassadors for their game, their country, and Spalding himself. “I intend that the two ball clubs shall be comprised of men who are not only skillful professionally, but who are gentlemen in deportment,” he had told the reporters who gathered in his office. “In exploiting the national game in another country as contemplated, it is desirable to make as good an impression as possible.”

  




  

    The lives of Spalding and Barnum would exhibit a host of odd similarities—both, for instance, built fanciful Orientalist houses and lost political campaigns—but what the two shared, beyond their obvious intelligence and ambition, was a personal charisma that allowed each man to assume command and then maintain it. In describing the power of Barnum’s magnetism, Harris wrote, “He was a representative American not simply because of his enterprise and energy, but because of a special outlook on reality, a peculiar and masterly way of manipulating other people and somehow making them feel grateful for being the subjects of his manipulation.” He might just as well have been describing Albert Spalding.
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    It was in the summer after Barnum’s 1866 visit to Rockford that Spalding made his stirring debut on the national stage. That July, a powerful club team from Washington, D.C., the Nationals, embarked on a cross-country tour with the express purpose of vanquishing the teams of the “Wild and Wooly West,” which at the time meant any place on the far side of Philadelphia. Though baseball, with its wide-open playing fields and leisurely rhythms, is today considered a pastoral game of the American heartland, it was in fact molded into the modern sport we know in the cities of the East Coast, and in particular New York. The teams of the West were considered upstarts, and the trip was undertaken with something of a sectionalist rivalry. Henry Chadwick, the journalist known as the “father of baseball” (among his many accomplishments was the development of the box score, that charted reduction of a ball game that has been a standard presence on American sports pages for more than a century), traveled along with the team, explicitly to report on its progress 

     mowing down opponents. Which is exactly what happened. The Nationals, powered by the hitting of shortstop and team captain George Wright, were indeed a juggernaut, crushing their every foe. Against Cincinnati they won by a score of 53-10. In Indianapolis it was 106-21 (Wright had six home runs). Baseball scores at the time were generally higher than they are today, the result of the ban on overhand pitching, but these were astonishing numbers even by those standards. When the Nationals finally reached Chicago they were undefeated and apparently invincible. There, they were to meet the vaunted Chicago Excelsiors, then considered the top team in the Midwest. But before facing that club they were scheduled for a warm-up match against the Forest City’s of Rockford. Albert Spalding, all of seventeen, would pitch.

  




  [image: 016]




  

    The Forest City’s of Rockford, Illinois, in 1869. Spalding is third from the right, a ball in hand.

  




  

    The game was held at Chicago’s Dexter Park on a rainy afternoon. A large crowd had come out for the contest, expecting to see the great Nationals obliterate yet another rival. Even the typically brazen Spalding was anxious. He would later write that as he took the field he had a lump in his throat and could feel the heavy beats of his heart deep in his chest. 

     Ross Barnes, his old friend, sauntered over from shortstop and advised him to “keep cool,” but Barnes’s quivering voice betrayed fear. “Every player on the Rockford nine had an idea that their kid pitcher would surely become rattled and go to pieces,” Spalding recalled. Things got off to a rocky start in the first inning, when Spalding allowed three runs. Rockford kept close with two of their own, however, and the lead seesawed over the next several frames, with Spalding keeping the mighty National attack under relative control. Going into the seventh Rockford had a surprising six-run lead, and it looked as though David just might have the measure of Goliath. Then, as George Wright stepped to the plate, he was pulled aside by the Nationals’ club president, Frank Jones. Now it was his voice that betrayed fear. Jones ordered Wright to use a lighter bat, and told him, loudly, that “to lose this game would be to make our whole trip a failure.” According to Spalding, the entire Rockford team heard him, and it was the decisive moment in the game. “For the first time we began to realize that victory was not only possible, but probable, and the playing of our whole team from that time forward was brilliant.” In the end they won 29-23, a victory so unlikely that the Chicago Tribune suggested the Nationals had thrown the game. (Jones and A. P. Gorman, another club director—and a future U.S. Senator who would sit on the dais at the Delmonico’s world tour banquet—visited the paper’s offices and forced them to retract the charge.) The next day, the Nationals took out their frustrations on the Excelsiors, 49-4. But the damage to the notion of eastern superiority had already been done, and Chadwick was there to witness it. What was bad for eastern baseball was good for the game as a whole. “That excursion did wonders in extending the popularity of base ball,” Chadwick wrote, claiming, too, that it was “the most enjoyable trip I ever took.” Overnight, Albert Spalding was a household name, and “Western” baseball was legitimized.

  




  

    Spalding’s performance against the Nationals precipitated another jump, this time from the Forest City’s to the Excelsiors, who knew a good thing when they saw one. At the conclusion of the summer, Spalding bade his mother farewell, and departed Rockford for Chicago, where he had been promised, in lieu of pay, a forty-dollar-a-week sinecure clerking at a wholesale grocery. The going rate for this work was five dollars per week.

  





  

    Baseball was still considered, at least nominally, an amateur sport. The club game operated under the auspices of the National Association of Amateur Base Ball Players (NAABBP), an organization founded in 1858 at the instigation of the gentlemen members of New York’s Knickerbocker Base Ball Club. That group consisted of professional men of accomplishment and standing, what the baseball historian Harold Seymour has described as a “social club with a distinctly exclusive flavor.” The Knickerbockers, in their charter of 1845, had codified an innovative set of rules for the game on the field—three strikes and you’re out, three outs to an inning, bases set on a diamond, balls hit outside the baselines called foul. In addition to actual game regulations, the Knickerbocker charter also included a series of provisions designed to ensure the club’s high social status and enforce proper behavior. Potential new members were subject to blackballing. Article V cautioned that members assembled for “field exercise” caught using “profane or improper” language would be fined six and a quarter cents for each offense. Arguing with an umpire cost twice that much, and complaining to the team captain was a fifty-cent penalty.

  




  

    The aristocratic mores of the Knickerbockers were carried over to the NAABBP, which by definition forbade professionalism. But by the late 1860s, this prohibition was, in Spalding’s own words, a “dead letter.” The Knickerbockers may have been satisfied with what their charter called “the attainment of healthful recreation,” but many clubs had something a bit more ambitious in mind: They wanted to win. Pride was at stake, and there was a profit to be made. Club baseball had been co-opted by a rapidly growing American middle class that had little use for the Knickerbockers’ social pretensions and now had both disposable income and free time to spend on the pastime they considered their own.

  




  

    Spalding’s clerking “job,” then, was the Excelsiors’ way of skirting the National Association’s bylaws. It was also a lesson in how easily rules could be flouted, a circumstance at which Spalding professed no small degree of indignation. “I was not able to understand how it could be right to pay an actor, or a singer, or an instrumentalist for entertaining the public, but wrong to pay a ball player for doing exactly the same thing in his way,” he would later write. Spalding did not have to live the 

     lie for long. After only one game as an Excelsior, the grocer who had been supporting him with such a generous salary declared bankruptcy—so much for overpaying clerks—and Spalding’s tenure with the club was over. He spent the balance of the winter selling insurance for an uncle (policies on which said relative would later default), and then returned to Rockford, where the Forest City’s welcomed him with open arms—and jobs at the Charter Oak Life Insurance Company and the Rockford Register , a paper owned by the club’s president, Hiram Waldo. Over the next two years, Spalding starred for the club, leading it to a 45-13 record.
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    Spalding was not alone in his dissatisfaction with the blatant hypocrisy of imposed amateurism. In 1869, local boosters in Cincinnati gave Harry Wright, a former Knickerbocker whose father had been a professional cricketer back in England, the funds to build the first openly professional baseball team, the Red Stockings. With a budget of roughly $10,000 for salaries and Wright’s younger brother, George, imported from Washington to star at short, the Red Stockings became a national sensation. Women came out to see the men in their risqué uniforms—Wright had them specially designed with knicker-style knee-length pants that revealed a sexy stretch of calf beneath the team’s eponymous red stockings. But the real attraction was the team’s play. The Red Stockings went undefeated for the 1869 season, including a string of victories against the elite teams of the East. In Washington, they were warmly received by President Ulysses S. Grant, well known as a baseball fan.

  




  

    Like all good things, the Red Stockings’ streak—having reached twenty-four games into the 1870 season, and eighty-one games in all—came to a close, the end arriving with an eleven-inning loss to the home-standing Atlantics of Brooklyn on June 14, 1870. With that defeat, the team’s success was transformed, as if by some strange black magic, into acrimony. With their dazzling run over, attendance—and revenues—dropped. Losing exacerbated Wright’s problems controlling the team, in particular his star pitcher, Asa Brainard, a notorious hypochondriac with a taste for the nightlife. Soon enough, the team’s backers decided they were no longer willing to support their professional squad.

  





  

    In response Harry Wright picked up his team—name and all—and took it to Boston, where a newly formed club had already declared its intention of running a fully professional team for the coming season. But before coming east, Wright headed in the opposite direction on a recruiting trip. His mission: to sign a young pitcher who could replace the troublesome Brainard. There was no question whom he had in mind: Earlier that year Albert Spalding had led the Forest City’s to a 12-5 victory over Wright’s vaunted Red Stockings.

  




  

    Wright offered Spalding a one-year contract at $2,500 ($500 to be advanced upon signature), a deal that would make him the highest-paid player on what would ostensibly be the best team in the country. Later, Spalding claimed (in America’s National Game) not to have immediately accepted the offer. Wright, he said, was still planning to retain the Boston club’s nominally amateur status; it was only at Spalding’s own insistence that Wright abandoned this idea. “I was inclined to be obstinate in my views on the matter,” he wrote. “The assumption of non-professionalism would not deceive anybody. Why engage in duplicity?”

  




  

    The duplicity, in fact, was Spalding’s. Despite his sterling résumé, he had an unflattering habit of adjusting the historical record to inflate his own accomplishments—often at the expense of a mentor. Wright, who had already pioneered professionalism, clearly arrived at Spalding’s door with the intention of bringing openly paid play to Boston, and in any case the young pitcher was hardly in a position to dictate terms. The reality was that professionalism was an unstoppable force. A sizable contingent of NAABBP clubs were clamoring for it, and on a cold night in March 1871, ten team representatives met in a New York hotel and agreed to form a new organization, the National Association of Professional Base Ball Players (NAPBBP). For the first time there would be an organized pennant race, with the ten teams playing each other a minimum of five times per season.

  




  

    With Spalding’s pitching supported by the hitting and defense of George Wright and Ross Barnes—he was also picked off the Forest City’s roster—the Red Stockings dominated this new National Association, taking its championship four years running, from 1872 to 1875. Under Wright’s tutelage, Spalding perfected his techniques as a pitcher—Wright 

     undoubtedly taught Spalding his famous “dewdrop” curveball, which befuddled batters with its sharp curve—making him the dominant force in the game. In his five years with the Red Stockings, Spalding won an astonishing 157 games. In his last year he put up what may be, at least statistically, the greatest single pitching season in history: fifty-five wins against just five losses, with an earned run average of 1.52.1
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    The champion Boston Red Stockings of 1874. Spalding, again holding a ball, stands in the back with world tourist George Wright on the ground at his feet.
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    Fans today often lament the supremacy of large-market teams like the Yankees and Red Sox. It is an old refrain. Well over a century ago, in the 1870s, there was a Boston team so successful that its exploits were seen not only as monotonous but as detrimental to the game itself. That Spalding-led Boston team was in fact so dominant that no other team could credibly compete, and attendance throughout the newly professional 

     National Association fell. Even the Bostonians had trouble turning a profit. Some clubs folded, others moved, and nearly all skipped out on scheduled games (travel being a great expense), leaving fans—soon to be called “cranks”—with little continuity from season to season.

  




  

    These ills were symptomatic of broader problems within the sport. With no central authority, the National Association was unable to stop players from jumping contracts and moving from team to team, a practice known as “revolving.” Ambitious club owners could freely raid opposing squads for players, at once driving up salaries while decimating their rivals. (This is how a team from landlocked Pittsburgh, one of baseball’s oldest franchises, would eventually become the Pirates.) Gambling was an equally pernicious problem; the practice of throwing ball games—“hippodroming,” in the parlance of the day—was rampant among players, as was drinking, or “lushing.” Alcohol was indeed so pervasive that, according to Spalding, “scenes of drunkenness and riot” were everyday occurrences both in the stands and on the field. “Time,” he pronounced, “was ripe for change.”

  




  

    Spalding brought that change on a grand scale, and he did so via a bit of subterfuge that would make him a pariah in Boston for years to come. In the midst of the 1875 season Spalding had secretly contacted the president of the Chicago White Stockings, William Hulbert, with the suggestion that he jump his contract and leave Boston at the end of the year. So prompted, Hulbert immediately left for Boston to seal the deal with the game’s top pitcher, and while he was there Hulbert signed three other players that Spalding had recruited to join him in his desertion. When word leaked out, the Boston papers were incensed—this was treason!—but Spalding showed little remorse. And he wasn’t done with his plundering, either. To anchor the Chicago infield, he helped Hulbert abscond with the first baseman of the Philadelphia Athletics, a rising star named Adrian Anson.

  




  

    Hulbert, an aggressive Chicago coal merchant, immediately became Spalding’s mentor. “I would rather be a lamp-post in Chicago than a millionaire in another city,” was a typical Hulbert refrain—it was just this kind of civic bluster, and not the local weather, that was the true source of Chicago’s “Windy City” handle. “You’ve no business playing in 

     Boston,” Hulbert told Spalding as they were consummating their scheme. “You’re a Western boy, and you belong right here.” Spalding agreed, but he was no rube when it came to negotiating his fee: a two-thousand-dollar annual salary and a quarter of the club’s profits. On top of this, a secret contractual rider provided him with another 30 percent of the club’s profits—an astonishing early example of revenue sharing. The contract also made him the team manager, and in that capacity gave him broad oversight powers on matters ranging from personnel to game strategy.

  




  

    Hulbert, perhaps, was willing to cede so much to the capable and ambitious young pitcher because he had bigger things in mind. The National Association, as it stood, was a malfunctioning entity on the verge of irrelevance. There was no reason, however, that it could not be replaced with a more successful organization. America’s increasingly urban and middle-class society needed some form of mass entertainment, and an ever-improving rail network provided the groundwork for a baseball league with teams dispersed in large cities across the country. Hulbert envisioned not a loose association but a new league, a National League, with a strong central authority that would keep both players and owners in line. Teams would be forced to play out their schedules; ticket prices would be fixed at fifty cents, high enough to keep out the riffraff; contracts would be strictly enforced; players caught gambling or drinking would be subject to league-wide banishment; teams would be granted exclusive rights to their territories.

  




  

    With Spalding in tow as his lieutenant, Hulbert cagily approached the three most competitive big-city teams of the West—St. Louis, Louisville, and Cincinnati—and with that consortium on board moved on to the eastern powers of New York, Boston, Philadelphia, and Hartford. And so the National League, baseball’s “senior circuit,” came into being. Typically, Spalding exaggerated his role in the league’s formation, claiming in 1895 that the whole idea had been his own. Later he would suggest it came to Hulbert in a eureka flash when he, Spalding, expressed concern that he might be banished from the National Association for jumping his Boston contract. In truth, Hulbert had the idea well before he recruited Spalding, as evidenced by a story Hulbert planted in the 

     Chicago Tribune in 1875 that essentially outlined his scheme. In retrospect, there is a desperate poignance to Spalding’s fact twisting. Hulbert, much as Harry Wright before him, had become a surrogate father figure to Spalding. Without any special legacy from his own father, it is hardly surprising that Spalding might arrogate credit for their contributions to the sport, augmenting his already considerable achievement so that it might eclipse theirs.
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    Beyond the favorable terms of his arrangement with Hulbert, Spalding had other motivations for returning to Chicago in 1876. If professional baseball was then something of a shaky business, it was clear that baseball as a sport was on the rise, and that the field was open to an enterprising capitalist who might provide Americans with the bats and balls and other equipment necessary to play the game. Albert Spalding would be that man.

  




  

    Spalding had his eye on the sporting-goods business as early as 1869, when he pasted into one of his scrapbooks (he would keep these throughout his life) a newspaper clipping about Harry and George Wright’s intentions to launch a store selling baseball equipment in New York City. In Philadelphia, A. J. Reach, a star with the local Athletics team, had also used his name to open a sporting-goods business. Chicago beckoned as the ideal place for Spalding to launch his empire. There, he would be a hometown hero in a booming city at the nexus of America’s transportation network. And so with eight hundred dollars borrowed from his mother, Harriet, and with his brother, James Walter, as junior partner, A. G. Spalding & Bro. was born.

  




  

    Spalding cleverly parlayed his relationship with Hulbert into a series of wildly favorable endorsement contracts that made his company all but synonymous with the National League. The Spalding company, for instance, produced the official league baseball, a privilege his firm was granted in exchange for the absurdly low fee of one dollar and the provision of a gross of baseballs for each team. Spalding published not only the league’s official yearbook but also an annual of his own, Spalding’s Official Baseball Guide, which despite his claims to the contrary was in 

     no way “official.” It did, however, provide generous advertising space for Spalding products.

  




  

    The guile and aggression Spalding used to build his company into an empire placed him in the company of such Gilded Age industrial barons as Philip Armour, Marshall Field, George Pullman, and Gustavus Swift—Chicago men about whom he read virtually every day in the press. And once more he would receive a boost from family; in 1879, his sister, Mary, married William Thayer Brown, a Rockford banker whose wealth allowed for the purchase of a factory complex. So armed with a sizable market share, production facilities, name recognition, and ample capital, Spalding set out to consolidate his power. In a series of unpublicized agreements, Spalding purchased controlling interests in his greatest rivals—the Reach Company, Wright & Ditson, Peck & Snyder—allowing them to operate under their own names while letting him all but monopolize the sporting-goods market. To this day, no other athlete has so successfully managed to transform athletic prowess and personal celebrity into such corporate dominance.
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    Spalding’s focus on his own business, combined with the trials of running the White Stockings, had a predictably corrosive impact on his play. Successfully juggling so many varied responsibilities, even for a man of Spalding’s energy, was an impossibility. His job as team manager encompassed not only on-field maneuvers but also oversight of much of the club’s front-office operation, from personnel decisions to travel arrangements, promotions, and scheduling. Spalding would have only one good year of play for the White Stockings: In 1876, he put up a 47-12 record with an ERA of just 1.75 en route to the league title. That would be his last great season. In 1877, Spalding switched positions, moving from pitcher to first base, where he hit a paltry .256—well below his career average. Spalding had complained of injuries, and perhaps could anticipate a gradual decline in his abilities, but what prompted the move, more than anything, was the growth of his sporting-goods firm. “No ballplayer, in my recollection, ever made a success of any other business while he was building up his artistry on the diamond,” he would later 

     write. By 1878, at the age of twenty-seven, Spalding knew his time on the field was over.

  




  

    His leadership from the executive suite, however, made the White Stockings baseball’s signature franchise. From the moment he arrived in Chicago, it was understood that he was Hulbert’s heir-apparent; when the old man died in 1882, Spalding bought out his stock and formally took over as club president. The next year, he built the team a gleaming new home, Lakefront Park, a steel-framed showpiece with flag-topped pergolas, a bandstand, and eighteen private boxes. A telephone from Spalding’s own suite gave the owner direct access to the clubhouse. Two years later, he constructed an even more elaborate stadium, West Side Park, at the corner of Congress and Loomis streets. Here, private boxes were decorated with cast-iron filigree, and a two-story red-brick building contained a ticket office and clubhouse for the players. His own box was equipped with a large Chinese gong so that he might make his displeasure known should his troops fail to properly execute on the lush green diamond below.

  




  

    On the field, he gave Adrian Anson, his combative team captain, all the tools necessary to create, after his own Boston Red Stockings, professional baseball’s second great dynasty. At a time when defense was valued as much as offense, Chicago’s famed “Stone Wall” infield, anchored by Anson at first base, was the league’s best. So effective were the White Stockings in preventing runs that shut-out teams were said to be “Chicagoed.” Looking at the equipment of the day, it’s not hard to see why fielding was so highly regarded: Gloves were simple fingerless affairs with padded palms—similar to what bicyclists use now—and a far cry from the familiar webbed mitts that became popular (thanks in no small measure to the Spalding Company) in the 1890s. Error tallies were kept in box scores next to each player’s hits and runs.

  




  

    Spalding, whose sporting-goods business was driven by his own name, was well aware of the rewards and limits of star power. In Adrian Anson he had one of the game’s most prized draws. Anson was widely considered his era’s greatest hitter. For twenty consecutive seasons, beginning in 1871, Anson’s average topped .300. A physically imposing presence, Anson was tall and broad, with frigid blue eyes, close-cropped blond hair, 

     and a prickly brush mustache that seemed to be shaped by the sharp words that so often issued from the mouth beneath it. As a manager, he was a clever and innovative tactician; if he did not invent the hit-and-run play, a cornerstone of modern offensive strategy, he was certainly one of its most prominent early advocates;2 he regularly used the intentional walk; and, perhaps most critically, he was a pioneer of the spring training season. That he routinely fined players for miscues both on and off the field, however, did little to endear him to his charges. His foul temper was legendary, and he unleashed it, as he grew older, with ever-increasing frequency and at the slightest provocation. Fans came out not just to see him play, but to hear him “kick” at those who upset his fragile composure. “That ain’t no shadow, that’s an argument,” a Chicago player once quipped. “Everywhere Cap goes, the argument goes.” Perhaps his insistence on toughness was a reflection of his own harsh experience with the world beyond the ballpark. Like Harriet Spalding, Anson had known great personal tragedy: His three sons had all died within a few days of birth.
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    Anson was not Spalding’s greatest star. That distinction belonged to the team’s catcher, Mike “King” Kelly, a larger-than-life figure whose exploits on the field were rivaled only by his excesses off it. The King’s trademark was recklessly spirited—and often spirit-fueled—abandon. Kelly led the league twice in hitting and four times in runs scored. His taste for the high life—clothes, horses, ladies, liquor—was legendary. If these indulgences were occasionally reflected in his performance, the public was willing to forgive him, for the King, despite his moniker, was a man of the people, a dashing and generous character who plainly admitted to his appetites without ever curbing them. Asked whether he would occasionally take a drink during a game, Kelly once quipped, “It depends on how long the game is.” Confronted by Spalding with a report that 

     charged him with drinking “lemonade” in Chicago’s notorious Levee district at 3 A.M., the King told the owner flat out it was straight whiskey. “I never drank a lemonade at that hour in my life,” he said. Even Spalding seemed to have a genuine affection for him, though he would eventually deal him away for a cash sum so large it left Kelly with a new nickname: the “Ten Thousand Dollar Beauty.” It was a wise move; dissipation would take its toll on the King. A popular tune penned in 1889, “Slide Kelly Slide,” parodied his once-great talent on the bases. He died broke and broken in 1894.

  




  

    Before that time, however, Anson, the King, and their Chicago mates would make a historic run, winning five National League titles between 1880 and 1886. This string of successes established Spalding’s White Stockings as baseball’s premier franchise and, coupled with the continued growth of his sporting-goods business, set Spalding’s bold mind toward greater things. Baseball had conquered America, and Spalding had conquered baseball. It was time to expand the stage.
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    Though there is no record of precisely when the idea for an international tour began percolating in Spalding’s imagination, his own statements indicate it came just as the White Stockings had reached the apogee of their success. When De Witt Ray asked, at that first, carefully orchestrated, press conference, “How long have you been considering this Australian enterprise?” Spalding’s quick reply was “For two years.” He would later elaborate, claiming he had sent off a series of letters to Australia at that time inquiring as to the potential success of a tour, and that he had also consulted with the champion Canadian sculler Ned Hanlan, who had performed there himself. If we take Spalding at his word, always a somewhat dubious proposition, that meant he began thinking about the trip sometime in 1886, the year Chicago won its last pennant under his reign.

  




  

    But the seed was likely planted many years earlier. In fact, Spalding had led an international tour of baseball players all the way back in 1874. That trip was the brainchild of Harry Wright, then Spalding’s manager on the Boston Red Stockings. An English immigrant, Wright had a long-standing 

     desire to personally introduce his adopted game to his native land. Spalding, not surprisingly, would later take credit for the idea: “It occurred to me that since Base Ball had caught on so greatly in popular favor at home,” he wrote in his quasi-autobiography, “a couple of teams could be taken over to introduce the American game to European soil.” Although this was not exactly true, Spalding was entrusted with the organization of the tour, no small beer considering that for all his bluster he was still just a twenty-four-year-old ballplayer from a small Midwestern town. Wright had faith in him, however, and in March sent him off as an advance man with letters of introduction to the aristocrats in charge of England’s most venerable cricket clubs. “It goes without saying that I had not been hobnobbing with ‘dooks’ on this side of the Atlantic,” Spalding later wrote.

  




  

    The plan Spalding carried with him was for a series of exhibition baseball matches to be played between the Red Stockings, defending National Association champions, and the runner-up Philadelphia Athletics. But with the brash and inexperienced Spalding doing the negotiating, things did not go exactly according to script; in order to secure support for the proposed baseball games, Spalding foolishly agreed to have the Americans play their English hosts in cricket—a serious tactical error that opened the Americans up to the possibility of considerable embarrassment. When Wright found out about this, he was none too pleased, but the terms had been set. Spalding, for his part, would never forget this rare blunder, and, years later, would try to redress it.

  




  

    Fortunately, the Americans acquitted themselves fairly well at the English national game. Spalding was particularly adept. Following a match against the famed Marylebone Cricket Club, the Illustrated Sporting and Dramatic News reported that “if Mr. Spalding would deign to put a polish on his style, and study the art of defence as well as that of hitting he might well take rank with our foremost English professionals.”

  




  

    Whether or not one viewed the trip in toto as a success was largely a matter of perspective. The reception of the American athletes in the British press was generally positive, if somewhat condescending. “The Americans have a national game and can play it well,” wrote the London Standard. If nothing else, the reviews embodied Britain’s mixed feelings about its erstwhile colony. “The Americans are as a nation so busy, so 

     bent on getting on, that the greatest merit a game can possess in their eyes is that it can be played in three hours. But with us a game that lasts all day, or even two days, is on that account all the more popular,” wrote one London paper. The Americans could be condescending in their own right. Anson, who made the trip as the right-fielder for the Athletics, noted the “deep rooted prejudice of the English people against anything that savored of newness or Americanism” and claimed that the game hadn’t caught on with Britons “for the reason perhaps that it possesses too many elements of dash and danger and requires too much of an effort to play it.”

  




  

    If anything, the harshest reviews came in the American sporting press, which reported of washed-out games, small crowds, and shoddy play. “It is made very apparent that our baseball representatives have not thus far shown any such skill in their contests as we are accustomed to see here,” wrote the New York Clipper. When rain dashed attendance for a contest at Liverpool, the paper remarked that “any place that won’t turn out more than two hundred persons to see a first-class baseball match ought to be expunged from our maps.” The Liverpudlians who did show up, however, seemed to enjoy what they saw. “It is undoubtedly a splendid means for exercising the limbs and muscles, and sharpening the perception and judgment of those who make it a pastime,” wrote the Liverpool Post. “It may possibly attain some considerable popularity before our American friends return to their native country.” The reception was even more enthusiastic in Ireland, ancestral homeland to several of the self-described Yankee “argonauts.” The Irish press fawned over these prodigal sons returned home, fortune having smiled upon them. “They are, without a single exception, a fine set of young stalwart fellows, and in excellent form for any manly contest,” wrote the Dublin Mail.
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