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INTRODUCTION


Reflecting on the appeal of history in Jane Austen’s Northanger Abbey, heroine Catherine Morland comments, “I often think it odd that it should be so dull, for a great deal of it must be invention.”

Indeed. And in no field of American endeavor is invention more rampant than in baseball, whose whole history is a lie from beginning to end, from its creation myth to its rosy models of commerce, community, and fair play. The game’s epic feats and revered figures, its pieties about racial harmony and bleacher democracy, its artful blurring of sport and business—all of it is bunk, tossed up with a wink and a nudge. Yet we love both the game and the flimflam because they are both so . . . American. Baseball has been blessed in equal measure by Lincoln and by Barnum.

Miss Austen’s novel, written in 1798, but published posthumously twenty years later, is today well known in baseball-history circles not for the passage above but for this one:

Mrs. Morland was a very good woman, and wished to see her children everything they ought to be; but her time was so much occupied in lying-in and teaching the little ones, that her elder daughters were inevitably left to shift for themselves; and it was not very wonderful that Catherine, who had nothing heroic about her, should prefer cricket, base ball, riding on horseback, and running about the country at the age of fourteen, to books—or at least books of information. . . .

Yet before April 1937, when Robert W. Henderson of the New York Public Library called public attention to this Austen reference to baseball, and to an even earlier woodcut of the game in John Newbery’s A Little Pretty Pocket-Book (1744), few Americans knew that English boys and girls had played a game called baseball, whatever its rules may have been. Magnanimously, we had granted the Brits their primacy in cricket; some American cosmopolites might go so far as to acknowledge a playing-fields link between their national game and ours— perhaps, as the early sportswriter Henry Chadwick claimed, through rounders—but baseball, well, that was our game.

A special commission constituted by sporting-goods magnate Albert Goodwill Spalding affirmed in 1908, after nearly three years’ purported study of the game’s true origin, that baseball was assuredly American for it had been created from the fertile brain of twenty-year-old Abner Doubleday in Cooperstown, New York, in 1839. Critics of the commission’s methods and conclusions soon made an alternative case for the genius of Alexander Cartwright and the Knickerbocker Base Ball Club, founded in New York in 1845. Weary after decades of America’s jingoistic rodomontade, the British gallantly departed the field, never having comprehended what the whole fuss was about (“it’s just rounders, you know”).

Responding to Henderson’s conclusion that baseball was “made in England,” John Kieran wrote in his April 11, 1937, column for the New York Times:

Oh, Abner of the Doubledays in far-off fields Elysian,
Your claim to fame is called a foul by later-day decision.
Some prying archeologists have gone and found some traces
Of baseball footprints ages old in sundry English places.

Dryly, Kieran proposed that “in view of the enjoyment which we in this country derive from baseball, it would be a sporting gesture to let the English inventors know that we are very much obliged to them.”

However, with publication of the commission’s report in the spring of ’08, followed shortly by Chadwick’s death from complications of a cold aggravated by his ill-advised attendance at a drizzly Opening Day, the contest as to who invented baseball had ceased to be one of national origin. It soon boiled down to a two-man affair, both contestants American. Doubleday, whose dossier bore an official stamp, took the lead over the late-to-the-fair Cartwright and has held it, except among knowledgeable fans, to the present day.

Like Henderson’s report (the forerunner of his 1947 book Ball, Bat and Bishop), Kieran’s commentary amounted to a howl in the wilderness, for the Baseball Hall of Fame had already been designated for Cooperstown as consecration of Doubleday’s ingenuity. Recent scholarship, especially that of David Block in Baseball Before We Knew It, has swung origins interest back to the mother country while affirming Henderson’s view that bat-and-ball games are of great variety, antiquity, and geographic diversity, tangled up in the same evolutionary bramble bush from which baseball emerged. In this book we may touch upon some of these variant games, from the banks of the Nile (seker-hemat) to the meadows of medieval England (stoolball) to twentieth-century Finland (pesäpallo), but the story of baseball that fills these pages takes place in America.

Decades ago, when I became convinced that the well-worn tales about the rise and flower of the game were largely untrue, I determined to set matters straight . . . in other words, to fashion a history based upon excavation of fresh documentary evidence and to expose the truth. However, as time wore on I found myself more engaged by the lies, and the reasons for their creation, and have sought here not simply to contradict but to fathom them. And the liars and schemers in this not so innocent age of the game proved to be far more compelling characters than the straight arrows: In the Garden of Eden, after all, Adam and Eve are bores; it is the serpent who holds our attention.

Why, I wondered, had so many individuals expended so much energy in trying to shape and control the creation myth of baseball: to return to an Edenic past, real or imagined; to create the legend of a fall from grace, instigated by gamblers? That became the driving question behind this book. Baseball nostalgia, which I had always dismissed as curdled history for the soft of heart and head, now began to have an edge to it.

It has turned out that Spalding and Chadwick—like the calculating exponents of Doubleday and Cartwright—were not mere liars and blowhards. They were conscious architects of legend, shapers of national identity, would-be creators of a useful past and binding archetypes (clever lads, noble warriors, despised knaves, sly jesters, wounded heroes, and so on). In short, they were historians as that term once was understood. They were trying to create a national mythology from baseball, which they identified as America’s secular religion because it seemed to supply faith for the faithless and unify them, perhaps in a way that might suit other ends. If in the process of crafting this useful past, certain individuals, events, ball clubs—even competing versions of the game, like those played in New England or Pennsylvania—had to be left along the road in the name of progress, so be it.

In The Death of the Past, J. H. Plumb described this earlier model for history as the establishment of “a psychological reality, used for a social purpose: to stress the virtues of courage, endurance, strength, loyalty and indifference to death.” If we substitute “injury” for “death” in that formulation, we have a fair definition of the virtues of sport: providing for its players sublimated, graduated danger in preparation for national service, and for its spectators a salutary exposure to risk, through dashed hopes or unsuccessful wagers. The analytical impulse that marks modern historiography is, in Plumb’s view, nothing less than an assault on the created ideology, or myths, by which people have given meaning to their institutions and societies. Large narratives and small pieties are swept away, replaced by skepticism and sometimes the bright if not warming light of truth.

The modern reader may ask: Apart from why it may have mattered to so many in the past, why do the origins of baseball matter today? Why does each announcement of a new find—an advertisement for a game of baseball in New York City from 1823, a prohibition against playing it in Pittsfield from 1791, a diary mention of the game in Surrey in 1755—land on the front page of major newspapers? Because baseball provides us with a family album older and deeper, by many generations, than all but a relative handful of Americans can claim for their own lineage; because the charm of baseball today is in good measure its echo of a bygone age; and because it is gratifying to think we have something lighthearted in common with the harsh lives of our forefathers, going back to the nation’s earliest period and likely beyond. Parson Weems created the tale about a boyish George Washington and a cherry tree (“I cannot tell a lie, I did it with my little hatchet”), but it is no creation myth to report that the Father of Our Country played a bat-and-ball game called wicket, now vanished but long concurrent with baseball, with the troops at Valley Forge.

“The best part of baseball today,” Larry Ritter, author of The Glory of Their Times, was fond of saying, “is its yesterdays.” The old marketing adage is that in any field there are two positions worth holding: the first and the best. And it is because of baseball’s success—the game on the field today is unquestionably superior to that of a century ago— that a special quality of interest pertains to its early years; for it is with institutions as with men, as Mrs. Schuyler Van Rensselaer wrote a century ago in another context, “the greater their importance in adult life the greater is the interest that attaches to their birth and antecedents, the incidents of their youth, and the influence that molded their spirit and shaped their destinies.”

More recently, the paleontologist Stephen Jay Gould observed, “Most of us know that the Great Seal of the United States pictures an eagle holding a ribbon reading e pluribus unum. Fewer would recognize the motto on the other side (check it out on the back of a dollar bill): annuit coeptis—‘he smiles on our beginnings.’ “

All the same, I recognize that I may not presume my readers’ familiarity with the themes and plots and players that make baseball’s paleolithic period so fascinating to me. Prudence prompts the provision of a scorecard and a bit of a road map, too. As the book’s title indicates, this is a serpentine tale, winding from ancient Egypt to Cooperstown on June 12, 1939, with present-day concerns regularly peeping through.

This book honors baseball’s road not taken: the Massachusetts version, which was, in many ways, a better game of baseball than the New York game, although the latter triumphed through superior press agentry. Also coming in for examination will be the Philadelphia game, which like its New England sibling disappeared in an instant, more mysteriously than the dinosaurs. Gambling will be seen not as a latter-day pestilence brought upon a pure and innocent game, but instead the vital spark that in the beginning made it worthy of adult attention and press coverage.

Among the organized groups that played baseball before the ostensibly original Knickerbockers were the Gotham, New York, Eagle, Brooklyn, Olympic, and Magnolia clubs. The last named came into view only recently, as a ball club composed not of white-collar sorts with shorter workdays and gentlemanly airs but sporting-life characters, from ward heelers to billiard-room operators and bigamists. Why did the game’s earliest annalists forget to include this club in its histories? One might venture to guess that the Magnolias were too unseemly a bunch to have been covered by a fig leaf, so they were simply written out of the Genesis story, which when presented less messily became the stuff of legend.

In the words of psychiatrist George E. Vaillant, “the passage of time renders truth itself relative. . . . It is all too common for caterpillars to become butterflies and then to maintain that in their youth they had been little butterflies. Maturation makes liars of us all.” And so it was with the rough and ready game of baseball, constructing a legacy in support of its social and business models.

Among those lost in the shuffle of Cartwright and Doubleday and Chadwick and Spalding in the first decade of the twentieth century were four other men, each of whom had a better claim to “inventing” the game than any of those named. Of these little-known four fathers only one, a mysterious Mr. Wadsworth, was accorded even a bit part in the drama of the 1908 Special Commission’s findings. We will soon enough catch up with him and with the others—Daniel Lucius Adams, William Rufus Wheaton, and William H. Tucker.

Although Doubleday did not start baseball, it may be said that he started the Civil War: The first Confederate shot at Fort Sumter “penetrated the masonry and burst very near my head,” he wrote, after which “we took breakfast leisurely”; thus fortified, he “aimed the first gun on our side in reply to the attack.” A Sanskrit-reading mystic who corresponded on esoteric matters with Ralph Waldo Emerson, Doubleday never thought to place himself on baseball’s pedestal: A bookish sort as a boy, with no taste for athletics, he died more than a decade before anyone thought to credit him with baseball’s design.

 It was Doubleday’s unusual credibility as a warrior and as a spiritualist that made him seem, to those with a grand plan, the perfect instrument by which an exogenous religious sect might thoroughly Americanize itself and become a major player in the promised land for all mankind. Doubleday had been named president of the Theosophical Society in 1879 after the departure for India of its founder, Madame Helena Petrovna Blavatsky. His apotheosis as father of baseball was engineered with Theosophical Society assistance, particularly that of Spalding’s second wife. They were aided immeasurably by the rabbit-out-of-the-hat appearance of elderly mining engineer Abner Graves, whose 1905 testimony to having witnessed Doubleday’s brainstorm in 1839, when Graves was five years old and the future military hero was twenty, sealed the deal for generations to come.

Like Doubleday, Cartwright did not know he had invented baseball when he died in 1892, one year before his unwitting rival. The muscle massed behind the Doubleday story after the commission report of 1908 prompted grandson Bruce Cartwright Jr. to launch an equally propagandistic plot that yielded for the Knickerbocker Cartwright a plaque in the Baseball Hall of Fame on which every word of substance is false. (Alex Cartwright did not set the base paths at ninety feet, the sides at nine men, or the game at nine innings.) And, as has recently been demonstrated, in Monica Nucciarone’s biography, grandson Bruce inserted fabricated baseball exploits into a typescript of Alex Cartwright’s handwritten Gold Rush journal, which contains no baseball remarks and itself has been judged a forgery.

Unraveling this twisted yarn in which various players hoped to shape America’s future by imagining its past, we travel to the Theosophical Society compound at Point Loma, California, strategically selected by the society because it was the westernmost part of the continental United States, and thus nearest the Aryan (i.e., ancient Asian) motherland. Along the way we pick up a motley crew of Cuban refugee children, American millionaires and statesmen, utopian dreamers, and the newlywed Spaldings.

Baseball historians have treated Albert Spalding as a combination of Daddy Warbucks and Mr. Micawber because of his penchant for both profit and fustian. (“Baseball,” he once declared, “is the exponent of American Courage, Confidence, Combativeness; American Dash, Discipline, Determination; American Energy, Eagerness, Enthusiasm; American Pluck, Persistency, Performance; American Spirit, Sagacity, Success; American Vim, Vigor, Virility.”) But Spalding was something of an idealist, too, one who loved the game for its pure amateur spirit, for its joy, for its uplifting qualities. It has been easy to make him out as the architect of the scheme, by turns evil and comic, but at some point during his Point Loma years he may have become its unwitting victim, afflicted with early-onset dementia that left him in thrall to others. Two of his sons thought so, and sued Spalding’s widow for twisting his mind and his assets toward the interests of the Theosophists. The plot to steal baseball started with Doubleday and Spalding and a utopian paradise in America’s Golden West; it ended with the Theosophists suing each other into near extinction and a Spalding family feud that made headlines for years after the magnate’s death in 1915.

“Who controls the past,” George Orwell wrote, “controls the future: who controls the present controls the past.” So it has been with baseball.
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ANOINTING ABNER


By Monday, December 30, 1907, sixty-four-year-old Abraham Gilbert Mills, chairman of the Special Base Ball Commission on the game’s origins, knew he could put off his final report no longer. The investigative mandate of the group, commenced in the spring of 1905, would cease at year’s end, and the responsibility to summarize its findings fell to him.

Upon his return from an extended stay in Europe, Mills had been greeted by a bulging packet of edited statements and news clippings— a condensation of the material that had been provided to each member of the seven-man commission over the past two years. Upon riffling through the documents he instantly perceived that he had been boxed in. “From the nature of the case,” Commission Secretary James E. Sullivan had written to Mills and the other commissioners in a covering letter, “and from the preponderance of the evidence submitted it would seem that there is but one decision that can be made as to [baseball’s] American or foreign origin.”

In a letter that Mills received that morning, Sullivan repeated what he had said a few days earlier when they met on the subway: that he had heard from all the others except him. Mills had been waiting to receive some additional information, but now he knew that “if I got anything off on the subject this year I would have to hustle.” Accordingly, that afternoon he dictated a draft letter that “the star stenographer of our staff quickly presented . . . in such perfect typographical form that I fired it off as it was.” And so this hurried first draft, still wanting data, became baseball history.

Constrained by the lack of evidence pointing in another direction, Mills, trained as an attorney, knew he would have no choice as the commission chair but to anoint as baseball’s inventor young Abner Doubleday, said to be a resident of Cooperstown, New York, in 1839 or 1840, the attested period of invention. As a youth Doubleday had cared nothing for games. “I was brought up in a book store and early imbibed a taste for reading,” he wrote to a New York Sun editor who had inquired about his boyhood habits. “I was fond of poetry and art and much interested in mathematical studies. In my outdoor sports, I was addicted to topographical work . . .”

Although he could not imagine the celebrity that would attach to him in death as baseball’s Edison, Doubleday was no stranger to fame and good fortune. On April 12, 1861, after a Confederate assault upon Union troops at Fort Sumter with cannon fire at daybreak, Captain Doubleday positioned the first Union salvo in response; in his memoir he acknowledged that it “bounded off from the sloping roof of the battery opposite without producing any apparent effect.” All the same, he was in later years pleased to be referred to in print as “the old Sumter hero”: the man who, by engaging the Rebellion, had “started” the glorious Civil War.

Complicating Doubleday’s posthumous coronation as the man who had invented baseball was the fact that he and Mills had been friends for twenty years. A. G. Mills (the press rarely cited his given names) had first met the major general in 1873 at a gathering of the Lafayette Post of the Grand Army of the Republic. When Doubleday died in 1893, it was Mills who organized his memorial service at New York’s City Hall and arranged for his burial at Arlington. Yet not once in the intervening two decades of their friendship had Doubleday mentioned to Mills, who was widely known to be a past president of the National League, anything about the game he had supposedly dreamt up one fine summer day in Cooperstown.

Over the past century, historians have positioned Mills as an architect of the Doubleday myth, his friendly feelings overriding his reason. But close review of the commission documents reveals him to have been a dupe of what appears to have been a conspiracy. Particularly galling to Mills was his belief, which he held for the rest of his long life, that he had been manipulated to boost one old friend by another old friend, Albert Goodwill (like Mills, generally referred to as “A. G.”) Spalding. At the National League’s fiftieth anniversary dinner in New York on February 2, 1926, reporters asked the eighty-one-year-old Mills what conclusive evidence he had for Cooperstown as the birthplace of the national pastime. “None at all,” Mills answered, “as far as the actual origin of baseball is concerned. The committee reported that the first baseball diamond was laid out in Coopers-town. They were honorable men and their decision was unanimous. I submit to you gentlemen, that if our search had been for a typical American village, a village that could best stand as a counterpart of all villages where baseball might have been originated and developed— Cooperstown would best fit the bill.”

Mills and Spalding had known one another since the mid-1860s, when the latter was an up-and-coming pitcher with the Forest City Club of Rockford and the former presided over and played ball for the Olympic Club of Washington, D.C. In 1876 the two men had joined forces with William A. Hulbert in Chicago, where Spalding had gone to join Hulbert’s White Stockings and Mills had gone to practice law and assist in the formative period of the new National League.

After Hulbert died in 1882, he was replaced as head of the league by an interim chief, but his permanent successor in the office of National League president was Mills. Spalding succeeded Hulbert in his ownership of the White Stockings and by turns became a force in league affairs, a sporting-goods magnate, and a world-touring missionary for the game that had given him everything. It was Spalding who recruited his old allies, including Mills, to the commission to decide whether baseball was of American or foreign origin. Spalding knew his own mind beforehand, but the matter needed to be settled with seeming respect for due process and honest inquiry.

The direct irritant that spurred Spalding to scratch this itch might have been jingoism, or greed, or overweening ego, or it may have been mere pique with the octogenarian editor of his self-branded yearly Guide. Spalding’s Guide was the annual bible of the game, reporting on league matters, championship races, player performances, and official year-end statistics for every club in Organized Baseball, including the dozens of minor leagues. It was also the centerpiece of Spalding’s American Sports Publishing empire, which provided guides for other sports and games and instructional manuals for youngsters wishing to become the next idols of the nation. English-born writer Henry Chadwick, who had edited Spalding’s Guide each year since 1881, had been declaring in print for as long as anyone could remember—since before Spalding himself first set foot on a ball field—that the grand old game, which all the early players believed to be purely American, in fact derived from an older English schoolboy game called rounders. Spalding and others countered that no American could be found who would testify to having played a game of that name, even if the rules of some scrub (shorthanded) versions of baseball, particularly “old cat,” seemed similar to the English game. Let Spalding describe the game of cat:

“One old cat” was played by three boys—a thrower, catcher and batsman. The latter, after striking the ball, ran to a goal about thirty feet distant, and by returning to the batsman’s position without being put out, counted one run or tally. Two old cat was played by four or more boys with two batsmen placed about forty feet apart. Three old cat was played by six or more boys with three batsmen, the ground being laid out in the shape of a triangle. Four old cat was played by eight or more boys with grounds laid out in the shape of a square. . . . Individual scores or tallies were credited to the batsman making the hit and running from one corner to the next. Some ingenious American lad naturally suggested that one thrower be placed in the center of the square, which brought nine players into the game, and which also made it possible to change the game into teams or sides, one side fielding and the other side batting. This was for many years known as the old game of town ball, from which the present game of base ball may have had its origin.

When professional baseball players first traveled to England in 1874, to exhibit their game in the home of cricket, they were informed that it was simply rounders, made duller by the dominant role of the pitcher. We will look at rounders more closely in chapter 3.

The long simmering if good-natured argument between Spalding and Chadwick came to a head after the latter used the 1903 Spalding’s Guide as his bully pulpit to dust off his rounders theory, first aired in 1860 in the premier issue of Beadle’s Dime Base-Ball Player, the handbook of the game when Albert was a pup. In the 1904 Guide, Old Chad went on further to discuss the game’s evolution in America, in the form of “town ball,” which he viewed as nothing more or less than American rounders.

How rounders, town ball, cat, and other early games of bat and ball—especially those played in Massachusetts and Pennsylvania— were related we will examine. Chadwick had it largely right when he observed, “Like Topsy, baseball never had no ‘fadder’; it jest growed.” But so did Spalding. Baseball grew to become an American institution not entirely by chance—it had not one father but several, though none named Doubleday.

Later in 1904, Spalding, patriotically and entrepreneurially galled at having yet again provided space to Chadwick’s Anglophile bias, began writing to colleagues from bygone days, pointedly soliciting evidence that would support his belief that the games of cat and town ball, which he saw as unquestionably American, gave rise to baseball. On November 5, 1904, he wrote to John Lowell, a major figure in Boston baseball of the 1860s:

I am preparing an article on the early history of Base Ball in this country, and I want some information as to the old Massachusetts game of ball, and how the New York and Massachusetts games were merged into the latter [sic; surely what he meant to write was how those two quite different games resolved into what became a national pastime]. I would appreciate any information you could give me on this subject, or any printed matter pertaining thereto, and I would also like your theory as to the origin of the present game of base ball [the one-word spelling was not yet the universal standard]. I have become weary of listening to my friend Chadwick’s talk about base ball having been handed down from the old English game of “Rounders,” and am trying to convince myself and others that the American game of Base Ball is purely of American origin, and I want to get all the facts I can to support that theory. My patriotism naturally makes me desirous of establishing it as of American origin, and as the same spirit will probably prompt you, I would like your ideas about it.

One may see in these remarks Spalding’s bald intent to obtain precisely the outcome he intended. Spalding had grown up in baseball but he knew little of its history before the Civil War, so it is probably unfair to say “the fix was in” for Doubleday at this time. Later in the month, Spalding delivered a major speech about the national origin of the game at the Springfield, Massachusetts, YMCA. This was also the basis of articles that appeared in newspapers nationwide, arranged through Spalding’s able secretary James E. Sullivan. In March of 1905, Spalding challenged Chadwick’s position in the pages of his Guide, declaring his intention to settle the matter by means of an elite panel, what was to become the Special Base Ball Commission.

The members of the commission were, like Spalding, baseball luminaries of an earlier day: Morgan G. Bulkeley, titular president of the National League in its inaugural season of 1876, although Hulbert made all the decisions; Nick Young, the league’s first secretary and fifth president; Al Reach and George Wright, star players of the era before the advent of the League, whose successful sporting-goods businesses had been quietly purchased by Spalding and permitted to continue in business under their old names; and Mills himself, fourth president of the National League and author of the landmark reserve clause, which bound a player to one club for life, while the club obligation to the player was for ten days only, over which players and owners would battle for nearly a century. United States Senator Arthur P. Gorman of the amateur Maryland club of the 1860s, another commission appointee, would die in midterm and not be replaced. Sullivan, president of the Amateur Athletic Union as well as Spalding factotum, gathered and, to a significant degree, filtered the evidence.

Over the next two years, the commissioners attended to their charge in desultory fashion, although Sullivan did receive hundreds of interesting letters and documents. “Space in the Guide,” he wrote in the 1908 edition, “will not permit the publication of all the data and evidence that was collected and submitted to the Commission, but it is the intention of the publishers of Spalding’s Athletic Library to add to that series a special book on the ‘Origin of Base Ball,’ which will contain the whole matter in detail.”

Such a publication never emerged. But Sullivan’s “data and evidence,” long thought to have burned in the American Sports Publishing conflagration of July 5, 1913, miraculously turned up intact in 1999, part of a donation to the Baseball Hall of Fame of boxloads of humdrum Spalding publications. The source of this largesse was the family of John Doyle, a Spalding employee who had, for whatever fortunate reason, taken the originals home with him at some point before the fire. In prior years, researchers into the commission’s process had had to make do with a selection of Sullivan-edited carbon copies that survived in the papers of A. G. Mills. The 1999 find revealed that Sullivan, as he said, had in fact done a lot of work. Spreading his net wide, with Spalding providing the leads, Sullivan had drawn forth amazingly clearheaded reminiscences by aged ballplayers and scribes. His raw, unedited files of original correspondence offer many treasures not present in the summaries that scholars accessed prior to 1999 and, with their marked excisions, make for interesting speculation as to motive.

When on October 12, 1907, Sullivan delivered to the commission members “the gist of the information so far received,” with its startling claims by Abner Graves, a seventy-three-year-old mining engineer from Denver, about his boyhood recollections of Abner Doubleday and Cooperstown, no one registered surprise, perhaps because in his covering letter to the commissioners Sullivan had urged restraint: “There is considerable public interest in this question, and to avoid premature publication and discussion I would suggest that this whole matter be treated in confidence until a decision is finally reached, and then it can be promulgated in some systematic way that will be satisfactory.”

But Graves had already expressed himself, beginning with his letter to the editor of the Akron Beacon Journal, published on April 4, 1905, under the headline “Abner Doubleday Invented Base Ball.” The letter, which described in vivid detail how his childhood friend orchestrated the first game of baseball in Cooperstown in or around 1839, was a response to Spalding’s article on the origins of baseball published the previous Saturday. That article had invited readers to send to Sullivan, at 15 Warren Street in New York, “any proof, data, or information” about baseball’s true origin “with the hope that before another year rolls around this vexed question . . . may be settled for all time.” The Beacon Journal article began thus:

Abner C. Graves, mining engineer of Denver, Co., claims to know all about the origin of the game of base ball. He is stopping at the Thuma hotel, and reading the article in Saturday’s Beacon Journal from the pen of A. C. [sic] Spalding prepared the following article and submitted it to the Beacon Journal for publication. . . .

“The American game of base ball [Graves wrote] was invented by Abner Doubleday of Cooperstown, N. Y., either the spring prior or following the ‘Log Cabin and Hard Cider’ campaign of General Harrison for president, the said Abner Doubleday being then a boy pupil of Green’s Select School in Cooperstown, and the same, who as General Abner Doubleday won honor at the battle of Gettysburg in the Civil War. . . .”

Graves’ letter, which was the whole of the article except for the perfunctory introduction, went on at some length to describe the game of town ball and the improvements to it offered by young Doubleday, principally in limiting the number of players.

For reasons unknown, miner Graves (“Consulting Engineer to ‘The Big 5,’” his business card read) was staying at the Hotel Thuma in Akron, a city not noted for its mineralogical opportunities. His letter, dated April 3 and typed on his personal stationery with its Denver address of 32 Bank Block, was likely hand-delivered to the newspaper in carbon copy, for the original was mailed to “J. E. Sullivan, 15 Warren Street, New York City, N.Y.” in a Hotel Thuma envelope postmarked “Akron, Ohio, Apr 4, 1905, 4 PM.” It has survived, along with the business card clipped to it and the envelope addressed to Sullivan, in the Doyle papers uncovered in 1999.

Sullivan promptly (on April 5!—either mail truly flew in those days before airmail or Sullivan knew what was coming) wrote Graves a perfunctory acknowledgment of receipt. At some point, he shared the letter with Spalding, who asked probing (or disingenuous) questions of Graves in a letter dated November 10, 1905.

I am very much interested in your comments about Abner

Doubleday and I would like to ask you a few questions bearing on this subject:

Who was Abner Doubleday?

About how old was he when the incident occurred to which you refer?

Can you positively name the year in which this incident happened?

You say it was either the spring prior to or following the ‘Log Cabin and Hard Cider Campaign of General Harrison.’ If my memory serves me right that campaign took place in 1840, consequently it would make Doubleday’s invention in 1839 or 1841. If it can be proven that this game was named by Doubleday in 1839, and really invented by him as your letter intimates, that in itself will have a good deal of influence in fixing its birth, and at present I do not know of any one who has really attempted to establish Base Ball before 1839.

You say this game of Base Ball as invented by Doubleday was undoubtedly the first starter of Base Ball and quickly superseded Town Ball. Your remark would indicate that while Doubleday made some changes in the game, which he called Base Ball, it really was an improvement or evolution of Town Ball, and if this is so, it directly confirms the contention that I have made that Base Ball was the direct evolution of Town Ball or Four Old Cat.

Could you give me the name and address of any persons now living in Cooperstown, New York City, or elsewhere, that could substantiate your recollections of Doubleday’s invention or his first introduction of the game of Base ball? I am very much interested in this matter and will very much appreciate any information you can give me on the entire subject, and if there are any side lights that you can throw on the circumstance, not contained in your ‘Beacon Journal’ letter, I would be pleased to have it.

Hoping to hear from you as soon as possible, as the whole matter and the evidence collected will go to the Special Base Ball Commission appointed a year ago for the purpose of considering and, if possible, deciding on the origin of Base Ball, I remain,

Yours very truly, [signature]

Long before Spalding’s response, however, the Graves letter had been quoted in full in the Otsego Farmer of Cooperstown, New York, and in part in an article in the Wilkes-Barre Times of Tuesday, July 18, 1905, as “When Was Base Ball Organized,” and then in a handful of Sunday newspapers five days later (including the Fort Wayne Journal-Gazette and the San Antonio Sunday Light) under the heading “The Origin of Base Ball.” All articles featured a section on Cooperstown that began the same way, but the Wilkes-Barre paper devoted less space to the rules of “Doubleday’s game”:

Another man who disputes the statement that the Knickerbockers were the first players of bona fide baseball is Abner Graves, a mining engineer of Denver, Col.

[Quoting Graves] “The pupils of Otsego academy and of Green’s select school were then playing the old game of town ball in the following manner:

“A ‘tosser’ stood close to the ‘home goal’ and tossed the ball straight upward about six feet for the batsman to strike at on its fall, the latter using a four-inch flat board bat. All others wanting to play were scattered about the field, far and near, to catch the ball when hit. The lucky catcher took his inning at bat. When a batsman struck the ball he ran for a goal fifty feet distant and returned. If the ball was not caught or if he was not ‘plunked’ by a thrown ball, while running, he retained his innings, as in old cat.

“Doubleday then improved town ball to limit the number of players, as many were hurt in collisions. From twenty to fifty boys took part in the game I have described. He also designed the game to be played by definite teams or sides. Doubleday called the game ‘base ball,’ for there were four bases in it. Three were places where the runner could rest free from being put out, provided he kept his foot on the flat stone base. The pitcher stood in a six-foot ring. There were eleven players on a side. The ball had a rubber center overwound with yarn to a size somewhat larger than the present day sphere, and was covered with leather or buckskin. Anyone getting the ball was entitled to throw it at a runner between the bases and put him out by hitting him with it.”

As the article quoted not only the Graves letter but also those of other correspondents to the commission, there can be no doubt that Sullivan was its source.

When Sullivan had delivered their packets in October 1907, the commissioners were fatigued by the attenuated two-year process. Their attentions had drifted to their more important personal or business matters. They were not now inclined to take issue with Sullivan’s findings or how they were to be presented; they would leave that to Mills. The Graves revelation had been little more than a sideshow, and no one expected Spalding to champion it, at least not to the exclusion of other evidence.

Mills, too, was frankly tired of the debate. Within a month after Spalding had sent his letters of invitation to the commission from his home at Point Loma in March 1905, all those who would go on to serve had accepted. Mills wrote, however, “while I am not inclined to take up the baseball question [i.e., its origin] again in any of its aspects, I will not be the one to break the chain, in other words, if all the others will serve I will.” As has been alluded to, he had served Spalding’s interests previously, and nobly.

On April 8, 1889, Mills had chaired the banquet held at Delmonico’s hall in New York to welcome Spalding’s “World Tourist” baseball players upon their return home. In attendance were Mark Twain, Chauncey Depew, Theodore Roosevelt, De Wolf Hopper, the globetrotting ballplayers and other worthies but, perhaps pointedly, not Henry Chadwick. On that memorable evening Mills revealed to the assemblage that baseball was, “in its present perfected state, an evolution of American genius,” adding that “patriotism and research alike vindicate the claim that it is American in its origin.” This elicited staccato table thumping and foot stomping in the hall, accompanied by cries of “No rounders!”

The patriotism Mills cited was evident everywhere in the flag-draped hall and had been the underlying theme of the frankly promotional world tour. But the research he mentioned was not that of Chadwick or Mills or Spalding, but the published work of John M. Ward, star shortstop of the New York Giants and captain of the All-America team that had circumnavigated the globe with Spalding’s White Stockings. Ward was a compelling figure—at first an outstanding pitcher (he had thrown a perfect game in 1880) and, after hurting his arm, a fine center fielder before settling in at shortstop. Studying law at Columbia in the offseason, he earned his degree and passed the bar while still an active player; this circumstance heightened his sensitivity to the injustices players suffered at the hands of owners, with the reserve clause agreed by players to be the root of all such evil. In 1885, Ward had been the prime mover in organizing the Brotherhood of Professional Base Ball Players, the first players’ union; his opposition to Spalding and the magnates made his participation in the World Tour seem the signal of a rapprochement between labor and management, but this proved to be merely a feint.

 The New York Times reported on Ward’s speech at Delmonico’s thus: “Mr. ‘Johnny’ Ward seemed glad of the opportunity given him to display his singularly correct knowledge of the English language.” In fact, his speech was terse, for he had attended the banquet only grudgingly. Erudite, tough-minded, and not a little vain, Ward had succumbed to Spalding’s appeal to captain the touring all-star squad. However, the impresario’s covert plan may well have been to get the dangerous Ward out of the country while the club owners enacted a plan for the 1889 season to classify players by their presumed abilities, then cap their salaries within those classifications. Learning of the plot upon landing in England on the final leg of the tour, Ward left his mates behind and returned to New York, but it was too late to reverse the owners’ course. Next year, he would lead a rebellion that produced a separate Players’ League and ushered in the most disastrous decade in baseball history, in which the three leagues of 1890 were reduced by 1892 to one.

Ward was also a sturdy writer with a historical bent, and in the months before he went on tour with Spalding and the boys, he penned a small book, Base-Ball: How to Become a Player, with Origin, History and Explanation of the Game. Ward’s take on baseball’s origins was succinctly expressed by the World Tour banqueters as “no rounders,” but his reasoning was more elegant. He interviewed several veterans of baseball’s amateur era and supplied an analytical coolness that would have served the Mills Commission well had he been asked to serve on it; instead, with a nod to his legal expertise, he was invited merely to supply a brief for the American origin of the game.

————

SO, ON DECEMBER 30, 1907, with his commission’s mandate set to expire, Mills prepared to “take up the baseball question again,” but for the last time. He had considered the legalistic briefs supplied by Spalding and Ward for the American side and Chadwick for the British. He had reviewed the news clippings and personal communications from old-timers, especially in New England, although what Mills saw had been redacted by Sullivan. As a persistent rain pelted the window-panes of his office at the Otis Elevator Company at 7 Battery Place in Manhattan, he reflected upon his distaste for both the patriotism and the research that had characterized this commission’s efforts as well as its conclusion that baseball had been invented by his old army friend sometime before (or after) the campaign of Tippecanoe and Tyler Too.

Mills crafted an artfully equivocal summation, in which he simultaneously reported the commission’s documentary findings yet retained for himself a skeptical distance. It is presented in full here, but much lies between the lines. Indeed, this circuitous document was initially so confusing to Sullivan that, receiving it the day after it was written, he dashed off a note to Mills: “as I glance over the first page, I am disappointed in your decision. I really had convinced myself that Base Ball was of American origin.” Reading Mills’ letter in full, one may see how Sullivan was dismayed upon first glance:

Mr. James E. Sullivan, Secretary.
Special Base Ball Commission
21 Warren St.
New York City.

Dear Sullivan:

On my earliest opportunity, after my recent return from Europe, I read—and read with much interest—the considerable mass of testimony bearing on the origin of Base Ball which you had sent to my office address during my absence. I cannot say that I find myself in accord with those who urge the American origin of the game as against its English origin as contended for by Mr. Chadwick, on “patriotic ground.” In my opinion we owe much to our Anglo-Saxon kinsmen for their example which we have too tardily followed in fostering healthful field sports generally, and if the fact could be established by evidence that our national game, “Base Ball,” was devised in England, I do not think that it would be any the less admirable nor welcome on that account. As a matter of fact, the game of ball which I have always regarded as the distinctive English game, i.e., cricket, was brought to this country and had a respectable following here, which it has since maintained, long before any game of ball resembling our national game was played anywhere. Indeed, the earliest field sport that I remember was a game of cricket, played on an open field near Jamaica, L. I., where I was then attending school. Then, and ever since, I have heard cricket spoken of as the essentially English game, and, until my perusal of this testimony, my own belief had been that our game of Base Ball, substantially as played to-day, originated with the Knickerbocker club of New York, and it was frequently referred to as the “New York Ball Game.”

While “Father” Chadwick and I have not always agreed (I recall that he at first regarded as revolutionary the “Full Team Reserve Rule” and the alliance between professional Base Ball associations, both of which I devised in 1883, and I later modeled after the latter the Alliance feature of the A.A.U. reorganization), yet I always have had respect for his opinions and admiration for his inflexible honesty of purpose; and I have endeavored to give full weight to his contention that Base Ball is of English origin. It does seem to me, however, that, in the last analysis, his contention is based chiefly upon the fact that, substantially, the same kind of implements are employed in the game of Base Ball as in the English game of “Rounders” to which he refers; for if the mere tossing or handling of some kind of ball, or striking it with some kind of a stick, could be accepted as the origin of our game, then “Father” Chadwick would certainly have to go far back of Anglo-Saxon civilization—beyond Rome, beyond Greece, at least to the palmy days of the Chaldean Empire! Nor does it seem to me that he can any more successfully maintain the argument because of the employment, by the English schoolboy of the past, of the implements or materials of the game.

Surely there can be no question of the fact that Edison, Frank Sprague and other pioneers in the electrical field were the inventors of useful devices and processes whereby electricity was harnessed for the use of man, although they did not invent electricity, nor do they, nor does anybody, know to-day what electricity is! As I understand it, the invention or the origination of anything practical or useful, whether it be in the domain of mechanics or field sports, is the creation of the device or the process from pre-existing materials or elements; and, in this sense, I do not, myself, see how there can be any question that the game of Base Ball originated in the United States and not in England—where it certainly had never been played, in however crude a form, and was strange and unfamiliar when an American ball team first played it there.

As I have stated, my belief had been that our “National Game of Base Ball” originated with the Knickerbocker club, organized in New York in 1845, and which club published certain elementary rules, in that year; but, in the interesting and pertinent testimony for which we are indebted to Mr. A. G. Spalding, appears a circumstantial statement by a reputable gentleman [Abner Graves], according to which the first known diagram of the diamond, indicating positions for the players, was drawn by Abner Doubleday in Cooperstown, N. Y., in 1839. Abner Doubleday subsequently graduated from West Point and entered the regular army, where, as Captain of Artillery, he sighted the first gun fired on the Union side (at Fort Sumter) in the Civil War. Later still, as Major General, he was in command of the Union army at the close of the first day’s fight in the battle of Gettysburg, and he died full of honors at Mendham, N. J., in 1893. It happened that he and I were members of the same veteran military organization—the crack Grand Army Post (Lafayette), and the duty devolved upon me, as Commander of that organization, to have charge of his obsequies, and to command the veteran military escort which served as guard of honor when his body lay in state, January 30, 1893, in the New York City Hall, prior to his interment in Arlington.

In the days when Abner Doubleday attended school in Cooperstown, it was a common thing for two dozen or more of school boys to join in a game of ball. Doubtless, as in my later experience, collisions between players in attempting to catch the batted ball were frequent, and injury due to this cause, or to the practice of putting out the runner by hitting him with the ball, often occurred.

I can well understand how the orderly mind of the embryo West Pointer would devise a scheme for limiting the contestants on each side and allotting them to field positions, each with a certain amount of territory: also substituting the existing method of putting out the base runner for the old one of “plugging” him with the ball. [This last innovation was nowhere substantiated in the Graves letters to the Commission.]

True, it appears from the statement that Doubleday provided for eleven men on a side instead of nine, stationing the two extra men between first and second, and second and third bases, but this is a minor detail, and, indeed, I have played, and doubtless, other old players have, repeatedly with eleven on a side, placed almost identically in the manner indicated by Doubleday’s diagram, although it is true that we so played after the number on each side bad been fixed at nine, simply to admit to the game an additional number of those who wished to take part in it.

I am also much interested in the statement made by Mr. [Duncan F.] Curry, of the pioneer Knickerbocker club, and confirmed by Mr. [Thomas] Tassie, of the famous old Atlantic club of Brooklyn, that a diagram, showing the ball field laid out substantially as it is to-day, was brought to the field one afternoon by a Mr. Wadsworth. Mr. Curry says “the plan caused a great deal of talk, but, finally, we agreed to try it.” While he is not quoted as adding that they did both try and adopt it, it is apparent that such was the fact; as, from that day to this, the scheme of the game described by Mr. Curry has been continued with only slight variations in detail. It should be borne in mind that Mr. Curry was the first president of the old Knickerbocker club, and participated in drafting the first published rules of the game.

It is possible that a connection more or less direct can be traced between the diagram drawn by Doubleday in 1839 and that presented to the Knickerbocker club by Wadsworth in 1845, or thereabouts, and I wrote several days ago for certain data bearing on this point, but as it has not yet come to hand I have decided to delay no longer sending in the kind of paper your letter calls for, promising to furnish you the indicated data when I obtain it, whatever it may be.

My deductions from the testimony submitted are:

First: That “Base Ball” had its origin in the United States.

Second: That the first scheme for playing it, according to the best evidence obtainable to date, was devised by Abner Doubleday at Cooperstown, N. Y., in 1839.

Yours very truly,
A. G. Mills [signed]

Predictably, the other commission members fell into line. To Mills’ final decision they subsequently appended this statement for publication: “We, the undersigned members of the Special Base Ball Commission, unanimously agree with the decision as expressed and outlined in Mr. A. G. Mills’ letter of December 30.”

————

WHEN, ON MARCH 20, 1908, the commission conclusions, along with the briefs supplied by Spalding, Chadwick, and Ward, were revealed in the Guide, Spalding emerged triumphant. Chadwick had been trounced, his rounders theory thrown into the bin of historical curiosities. Those whose noses wrinkled at the Doubleday tale held to their belief, in accord with the private view of Mills, that the Knickerbocker Base Ball Club pioneered the “New York Game.” In this innovation a modern eye might discern baseball as opposed to the Massachusetts variant, which old John Lowell proclaimed “was no more like the National Game of Base Ball than a horse is like a mule.”

Once upon a time even Chadwick, whose long life permitted him the luxury of many self-contradictions, had appeared to agree. In the New York Clipper of October 26, 1861, in a report of a game played at the Elysian Fields of Hoboken, he had written:

The game of base ball is, as our readers are for the most part aware, an American game exclusively, as now played, although a game somewhat similar has been played in England for many years, called “rounders,” but which is played more after the style of the Massachusetts game. New York, however, justly lays claim to being the originators of what is termed the American Game, which has been so improved in all its essential points by them, and its scientific points so added to, that it does not stand second either in its innate excellencies, or interesting phrases, to any national game of any country in the world, and is every way adapted to the tastes of all who love athletic exercises in this country.

However, in the heady days of mock combat with Spalding, Chadwick had tossed this view aside or forgotten it. On the day the Guide was published, the eighty-three-year-old Chadwick, whose palsied handwriting was by this time barely legible, feebly pecked a typewritten note to Mills:

106 Howard Av Brooklyn Mar 20th 08

My Dear Mr Mills

I read you[r] decision in the case of Chadwick Vs Spalding, contained in Spalding’[s] Guide—just out to day—with great interest, and I want to say to you that it is a masterly piece of special pleading, which lets my dear old friend Albert escape a bad defeat.

I notice that the italicised paragraph, which closes your dictum in the case, dates your strongest witnesses’s [sic] evidence at 1839, whereas it is well known that the old Philadelphia Town Ball Club played under the “rounders” rule in Town Ball in 1831, eight years earlier. How about that?

I was so sure of my case that I failed to present more detailed evidence. The fact is, The whole matter was a Joke between Albert and myself, for the fun of the thing.

As for the Judges Reach and Wright, “They Mean well but they don’t know.”

Some day or other, in the near future, I’ll drop in on you and talk it over. Let me know by letter what you think of my Guide of this year.

Yours sincerely,
Henry Chadwick (Twenty-eight Years editor of the Guide)
Excuse my awful typing.

They never did talk it over. Chadwick died precisely one month later, having recklessly exposed himself to the damp and cold of an Opening Day game. For his burial plot at Brooklyn’s Green-Wood Cemetery, the National League would supply an ornate monument to which was affixed an engraved plaque declaring him “Father of Base Ball.” He was correct that the Olympic Club of Philadelphia began playing town ball in 1831, although this fact presents interesting taxonomic questions about what is baseball and what is not.

By this time, the spring of 1908, Graves had long since returned to Denver, Spalding to Point Loma, Ward to his New York practice of law, and Mills to his vice presidency with the Otis Elevator Company.

Mills’ “final decision” for more than a century has proven to be anything but conclusive. Original Knickerbocker president Duncan F. Curry had told reporter Will Rankin, a cantankerous sort with a hatred of Chadwick, quite a story about a summer’s day in 1877. In the presence of Thomas Tassie of the Atlantic Base Ball Club, Curry told Rankin that “a diagram, showing the ball field laid out substantially as it is to-day, was brought to the field one day by a Mr. Wadsworth.” Rankin had written about his interview with Curry in a letter to the Commission on January 15, 1905. Spalding replied eleven days later, three months before Abner Graves wrote his epistle to the Akron Beacon Journal:

Your interview with Mr. Tassie is very interesting and tends to corroborate Mr. Curry’s statements. Would it be possible to find the Mr. Wadsworth he refers to. If not living perhaps we can find some of his heirs. He is the man we are looking for. I return herewith [early baseball editor William] Cauldwell’s article. Yours, A. G. Spalding.

On February 8, 1905, Spalding wrote again to Rankin, speaking more directly here than perhaps anywhere else to his motivation for establishing the Special Base Ball Commission:

The fact that my business firm has been engaged in the manufacture and sale of base ball implements, has always been a [sic] more or less of an embarrassment to me in my base ball legislation work in the past, for my enemies could see nothing but business motives in my efforts regardless of what might have been my real sentiments toward the game itself. I confess to a sincere love and affection for the game itself, loved it as a boy.

Despite Mills averring in his report that “I wrote several days ago for certain data bearing on this point [the possible connection between a diagram drawn by Doubleday and one brought to the Knickerbocker playing field by Wadsworth],” no more was heard about Wadsworth until 1973, when Harold Peterson published a book entitled The Man Who Invented Baseball—about Alexander Joy Cartwright of the Knickerbockers. By this time scholarly research had demolished the Doubleday claim. However, in the binary approach to baseball’s origins established by Chadwick and Spalding, a new anointee was called for, and if Doubleday was not the man for the job, then Cartwright had to be. Reviewing the flawed work of the Commission, Peterson noted: “Mr. Wadsworth, whose Christian name, occupation, residence, and pedigree remained secreted in Mills’ bosom, was never heard of before or until long after that fateful afternoon [in 1877, when former Knickerbocker president Curry spoke with reporter Rankin].”

Other writers besides Peterson have assumed that Mills’ promised search for Wadsworth was a ploy designed either to keep them off Cartwright’s scent or to deflect attention from the absurdity of the Doubleday claim. However, rummaging through carbon copies of Mills’ letters, I came upon a few notes indicating that Mills was a man of his word. On December 20, 1907, ten days before composing his “final decision,” he wrote a letter to Col. Edward S. Fowler, Collector of Customs:

[ . . . ] The Extracts show that a Mr. Curry (who was a President of the Knickerbocker, the first baseball club organized in New York) said that some one—he did not remember who—presented a plan drawn up on paper, showing the ball field, etc.

Then Mr. Tassie (who was one of the organizers of the old Atlantic club of Brooklyn), stated who this person was, i.e., Mr. Wadsworth, ‘not the one who played ball, but a gentleman and a scholar, who held an important position in the Custom House. He was one of the best after-dinner speakers of the day.’ Now, I have a notion that there is quite a colony of Wadsworths in the part of the State where Abner Doubleday spent his early life before going to West Point, that the Mr. Wadsworth referred to by Mr. Currie [sic] and named by Mr. Tassie was one of that family, and that, therefore, very likely he got the plan of the game from Abner Doubleday.

Should this prove to be fact, the connecting link between Doubleday at Cooperstown and the beginning of the game in New York would be established, and, perhaps, in the years to come, in view of the hundreds of thousands of our people who are devoted to baseball, and the millions who will be, Abner Doubleday’s fame will rest nearly, if not quite as much, upon the fact that he was its inventor in the United States, as upon his brilliant and distinguished career as an Officer of the Federal Army.

You can see from the foregoing what I wish your help in is to ascertain who this Mr. Wadsworth was, who held a high position in the Custom House about 1843, 1844, or 1845—his name and what part of the State he came from. Possibly the records in your office would furnish this data, but if not, I am sanguine that you will be able to get it for me, as this kind of information must exist somewhere in the Government records.

With kindest regards and the compliments of the season, I am

Yours very truly,
(Signed) A. G. Mills.

On January 6, 1908, Mills received a reply from Col. Fowler’s associate Curt Preggers:

Mr. Mills,-

Col. Fowler’s secretary . . . states that they have made a most exhaustive examination of the records way back, but can find no trace of Wadsworth. He suggested that possibly you could get on the track of Wadsworth, by writing to someone in Livingston County, NY, as “the Wadsworths own that place.” He thought probably Speaker Wadsworth may in some way be connected with the family. Col. Fowler’s Sec’y apologized for delay. [James W. Wadsworth Jr. of Geneseo, in Livingston County, had been named Speaker of the New York State Assembly in 1905, serving until 1910.]

On that same day Mills, who seemed to have drawn new energy once the commission’s duties were officially closed, wrote to Will Rankin:

In the mass of correspondence in regard to the origin of Base Ball, that was submitted to me, as a member of the Commission, by its Secretary, Mr. J. E. Sullivan, are copies of two very interesting letters written by you, under date of Jan. 15th and Feb. 15th, ’05. In the first of the three [sic] letters you quote Mr. Curry as stating that “some one had presented a plan showing a ball field,” etc., and, in the second letter, Mr. Tassie told you that he remembered the incident, and that he “thought it was a Mr. Wadsworth who held an important position in the Custom House,” etc. Taking this as a clue I wrote sometime ago to the Collector of Customs, asking him to have the records searched for the years ’40 to ’45, for the purpose of ascertaining from what part of the State the Mr. Wadsworth, in question, came. I am today advised that a thorough search has been made without disclosing the name of any Mr. Wadsworth as having been connected with the Custom House during the decade of the ’40s.

If you have the opportunity to do so, I wish you would see or communicate with Mr. Tassie, to try to clear this point up, as I would very much like to get on the track of the party who actually presented the plan of the ball field at the time and place indicated. The fact that Mr. Tassie remembered Mr. Wadsworth as the man who presented the plan inclines me to believe that his memory in this respect is likely to be correct, whereas it might well happen that he was a Custom House broker or had some relation other than that of being an employee of the Government in the Custom House. However that might be, if you can get me any further information upon the point indicated I would be very glad to have it.

Yours very truly,
(Signed) A. G. Mills.

Herein lay a crucial misunderstanding. Tassie’s Atlantic Base Ball Club did not organize until the mid-1850s and his contact with “Mr.” Wadsworth—whose given name was Louis and whose occupation was that of a Custom House attorney—could not have come in the mid-1840s. Tassie was a Scottish immigrant from Forres, born in 1835. He served on a crucial rules committee in 1857 in which Wadsworth moved that the length of the game be set at nine innings rather than the seven that his fellow Knickerbockers had proposed. (Most fans think the nine man, nine inning, ninety foot base path game was established with the Knickerbocker rules of 1845; not so. More on this later.)

Rankin, who in early 1905 had recounted his story of Curry, Tassie, and Wadsworth from the summer of 1877, subsequently recanted, telling Mills that he had erred in recording Wadsworth’s name; upon reflection he was sure that Curry had said Cartwright. When this repressed memory dawned upon Rankin in mid-1905, Curry was no longer available for confirmation, having died in 1894; like Chadwick after him, he had been buried at Brooklyn’s Green-Wood Cemetery under the graven rubric “Father of Base Ball.”

But Tassie still lived. Rankin went to his home and bullied the old fellow into allowing that perhaps he too recalled not Wadsworth but Cartwright . . . though Tassie had been ten years old when the Knickerbockers formed in 1845, and Cartwright had left New York in the Gold Rush year of 1849, before Tassie became involved in baseball. Moreover, as a Brooklyn resident, it was unlikely that Tassie ever set eyes upon Cartwright, who lived in Manhattan and played ball in Hoboken.

 Reacting to Rankin’s reversal, no matter how implausible, some writers then shifted their glance to Cartwright, who had been uncredited in Mills’ final decision and barely mentioned in the hundreds of pages of commission documents. Cartwright would now serve as the un-Doubleday, assisted by the publicity drumming of his son Bruce, who got the ear of Will Irwin, a journalist about to launch upon a four-part history of baseball for Collier’s. In the opening installment, on May 8, 1909, Irwin became the first man ever to credit Cartwright with inventing anything. “General Doubleday certainly did not invent the name ‘baseball,’” Irwin wrote, “and in 1839 he was at West Point. However, Mr. Cartwright may have got his game from Cooperstown  and not out of his head.” Mills’ double-play-combo idea still lived.

Today, Cartwright’s name is known to baseball fans because he was inducted into the Baseball Hall of Fame while Abner Doubleday was not (although Abner clearly won the bigger prize). Perhaps Mills didn’t think to name Cartwright because Alex had lived in sunny Hawaii for such a long time. In fact, the game’s replacement inventor was so thoroughly forgotten in the annals of the game that when Spalding’s World Tourists went ashore at Honolulu for a banquet with King Kalakaua in November 1888, no Hawaiian thought to invite him, and no tourist thought to inquire after him. Despite the once-in-a-lifetime opportunity that brought Spalding to Cartwright’s doorstep, there is no evidence that they met. When Mark Twain spoke about Hawaii and baseball at the Delmonico’s banquet, where some gray heads in the audience might have been expected to recall Cartwright, no mention was made of “the man who invented baseball.”

To be fair, in his report as published in the Spalding Guide on March 20, 1908, Mills also did not mention William Rufus Wheaton or Daniel Lucius Adams, recently revealed to be larger figures in baseball’s factual beginnings than either Cartwright or Doubleday. And Mills also did not know that baseball was played before the Knickerbockers in 1845, before the Gothams in 1837, and before the Olympics in 1831 to 1833. In England we have references to baseball in Jane Austen’s Northanger Abbey (written in 1798, though published in 1817, after the author’s death) and in Mary Russell Mitford’s Our Village (1824); in an English novel by John Kidgell (The Card) and a diary by William Bray, both from 1755; in a miniature children’s book by John Newbery ( A Little Pretty Pocket-Book) from 1744 . . . but these references are to games played in a spontaneous manner, by children, young women, and in the Bray diary, young people of both sexes. Regarding the earliest citation for baseball played in America by precisely that name, a prohibition against its play in Pittsfield, Massachusetts, in 1791, that game too was played on a pickup basis, probably by boys rather than young men.

And Mills certainly did not know that only one week after the public issuance of his report, the mysterious Mr. Wadsworth, whom he was never able to locate, died in a poorhouse in Plainfield, New Jersey. 
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FOUR FATHERS, TWO ROADS


Two roads diverged in a yellow wood,
And sorry I could not travel both
And be one traveler, long I stood
And looked down one as far as I could
To where it bent in the undergrowth.

—Robert Frost, “The Road Not Taken”

In baseball history, two versions of the early game have come down to us, known as the New York game and the Massachusetts game, but that nomenclature simplifies much and explains little. The former was the straight path to the future, America’s cricket; the latter, richer in variation and possibility, an evolutionary dead end. It is by no means certain that the survivor was the superior version.

An organized American game that we will have reason to call baseball starts in several places, more or less simultaneously. If Abner Doubleday is today seen by scholars and sophisticated fans not to have invented baseball, Alexander Cartwright has likewise been celebrated excessively: At best he may be credited with recruiting players for a club he, along with fellow baseball devotees, wished to form. But some other individuals, including the mysterious Louis Fenn Wadsworth, may lay particular claim to innovations that made the New York game the one we recognize in the baseball of today. By examining these key players in the rise and flowering of a national pastime we see how the New York game split off from versions of the game played by Young America since colonial times. Additionally, two nameless clubs were advertised to play a match at Jones’ Retreat in New York in 1823, but we do not know anything about them, nor are we certain that the game was actually played, as no account of its outcome survives. Identifying the innovators associated with the more venerable Massachusetts game of “round ball” (no mere redundancy, the old name describes a ball game played in the round) is more difficult, and the reason for that game’s disappearance harder to pinpoint.

Historians have long credited the Knickerbockers with the invention of baseball for these reasons: First, they were organized as a ball club; second, they created a written set of by-laws and rules for play; third, they eliminated the practice of retiring a runner by plugging him with the ball between bases; and fourth, they devised the important feature of foul territory. It appears today, however, that they were neither the first club to organize nor the first to write down their rules, and that the concepts of tagging, forced outs, and boundaries were likewise not original with them. John Ward had it right when he stated in his 1888 book Base Ball: How to Become a Player that the Knicks were consolidators rather than innovators:

They drew up a Constitution and By-laws, and scattered through the latter are to be found the first written rules of the game. They little thought that that beginning would develop into the present vast system of organized base-ball. They were guilty of no crafty changes of any foreign game; there was no incentive for that. They recorded the rules of the game as they remembered them from boyhood and as they found them in vogue at that time.

In 1858, a Philadelphia correspondent with the pen name “Excelsior” wrote to the New York Clipper, the dominant sporting weekly of the day, about early ball play in New York and called town ball, the Philadelphia favorite, “comparatively unknown in New York.” Three old cat, with its three bases plus a striker’s point and its six or seven players to the side, was the game that New Yorkers of the 1820s termed “baseball” and played at places evocatively named retreats or gardens. This version of baseball included the old-fashioned way of throwing the ball to the batter and at the runner.

In a letter to William S. Cogswell dated January 10, 1905, A. G. Mills, just beginning to accumulate data for his Commission’s report, wrote:

Among the vivid recollections of my early life at Union Hall Academy [where Knickerbocker William R. Wheaton had trained] is a game of ball in which I played, where the boys of the side at bat were put out by being hit with the ball. You made a splendid shot at me at quite a long distance, and put me out fairly and squarely while [I was] running from second base to home. My recollection is that we had a first base near the batsman’s position; the second base was a tree at some distance, and the third base was the home base, also near the batsman’s position. This . . . at least, as I remember it, we played at Union Hall Academy for some years.

To which Cogswell replied on January 19:

My recollection of the game of base ball as we played for years at Union Hall, say from 1849 to 1856, is quite clear. You are quite right about the three bases, their location and the third base being home. When there were few players there was a rule against screwing, i.e., making strikes that now would be called “foul.” We used flat bats, and it was considered quite an art to be able to “screw” well, as that sent the ball away from the bases.

Cogswell further supplied a précis of the game’s rules: a batsman is out if the ball is caught on the fly or the bound, the ball must strike the runner or touch him between bases to record an out, all must be retired before the side is out, and three home runs by the last batter would restore his side to the bat.

This New York game of three-cornered cat, whose players called it baseball, had already been modified for adult players a decade earlier, as Wheaton would recollect in the San Francisco Examiner in 1887. The mention of foul territory, intuitively sound for occasions when there were too few players to cover a broad expanse, is of particular interest, as the only other early game that distinguished between fair and foul ground was likewise a modification of a game played in the round by full sides of eleven: cricket. That modification was single-wicket cricket, which when played by fewer than five to the side rendered foul those balls hit behind the wicket or beyond a sixty-six-foot distance on either side of it.

As to ninety feet, nine men, and nine innings, the accomplishments engraved on Alexander Cartwright’s plaque in the Baseball Hall of Fame, it may be said with certainty that neither he nor the Knickerbockers originated any of those central features in 1845. “Carried baseball to Pacific Coast and Hawaii in pioneer days,” the plaque goes on to read, but recent scholarship has debunked that too. Hawaii resident William Castle returned home after attending Oberlin College in Ohio from 1864 to 1866, at which time, he wrote in his autobiography, he found “that no one knew how to play baseball, although several had read of the new game and were curious to try it. The only game of ball played in Hawaii at that time was exactly the same as when I had gone away two years before, that is, ‘two o-cat’ or ‘three o-cat.’” A few years after his 1866 return Castle called upon Cartwright in a business context. “He surprised me by saying that he was an old ball player but added that he hardly recognized the game ‘as played now.’ “

We can better understand Castle’s remark once we know that Cartwright also did not create certain other features sometimes credited to him: the fixed pitching distance that endured as forty-five feet until 1880, or the requirement that a ball be caught on the fly to register an out, or a system for calling balls and strikes. In short, the creation of modern baseball awaited a distant day, long after “the man who invented baseball” had made Hawaii his permanent home.

So, what may we reliably say that Cartwright did? In 1866, Charles A. Peverelly credited him thus in his Book of American Pastimes: “In the spring of 1845 Mr. Alex. J. Cartwright, who had become an enthusiast in the game, one day upon the field proposed a regular organization, promising to obtain several recruits. His proposal was acceded to, and Messrs. W. R. Wheaton, Cartwright, D. F. Curry, E. R. Dupignac Jr., and W. H. Tucker, formed themselves into a board of recruiting officers, and soon obtained names enough to make a respectable show.” Up to and including the Mills Commission, this was the full reported extent of Cartwright’s ingenuity.

The Knickerbocker game during Cartwright’s tenure (he departed for the Gold Rush early in 1849) was almost never played with nine men to the side, but instead by as few as seven or as many as eleven. The number of innings was unspecified, as victory went to the side that was first to score twenty-one runs in equal turns at bat. The length of the baselines was imprecise, although latter-day pundits have credited Cartwright with divine-inspired prescience in determining a distance that would yield so many close plays at first. Sometimes referred to in histories of the game as an engineer even though he was a bank teller, and then a book seller, Cartwright was further credited with laying out the game on a diamond rather than a square. Yet even this was no innovation in 1845.

Cartwright may have umpired what was handed down to posterity as the “first match game” by Knickerbocker rules, June 19, 1846, which the Knicks lost to the New York Ball Club by a score of 23–1 in four innings. (He did not play in it.) As early as 1889, a writer for the New York Sunday Mercury observed the irony that baseball’s “first team” had no trouble in finding a rival club experienced enough to give it a thrashing.

Nineteenth-century histories of baseball gave credit to the Knickerbockers for devising the New York game that would win out over the competing Massachusetts game but did not identify Cartwright as a principal force, let alone a sole inventor. In 1860, in the premier edition of Beadle’s Dime Base-Ball Player, Henry Chadwick acknowledged the existence of the New York Ball Club prior to the organization of the Knicks, but stated, “we shall not be far wrong if we award to the Knickerbocker the honor of being the pioneers of the present game of base ball.” Presumably he admired their level of organization—a formal club with formal rules. All the same, he almost never swerved from his assertion, in that same essay, that it was rounders, the game of his English childhood, “from which base ball is derived.”

Cartwright won his plaque in the Baseball Hall of Fame initially through the efforts of his son Bruce and, more importantly, those of grandson Bruce Jr. These efforts extended even to crafting the senior Cartwright’s Hawaii “recollections” of baseball’s invention and to inserting fabricated baseball exploits into a purported typescript of Alexander Cartwright’s Gold Rush journal, which survives as a handwritten book devoid of any remark about baseball. (Amusingly bogus among the grandson’s stilted emendations: “It is comical to see the mountain men and Indians playing the new game” and “During our week’s stay here I unpacked the ball we used in forming the Knickerbockers back home and we have had several satisfactory contests. My original copy of the rule book has come in handy and saves arguments.”)

Cartwright became, no less than Doubleday, a tool of those who wished to establish baseball as the product of an identifiable spark of American ingenuity, without foreign or evolutionary taint. In fact, until the Mills Commission volunteered Abner Doubleday, it was Chadwick himself—champion of the “rounders” origin—who had most frequently been called the “Father of Baseball,” not for any powers of invention but for his role in popularizing and shaping the game.

But there are four men with legitimate claims to baseball’s paternity. They were all present at the creation, although no lightning bolt attaches to any given date, and all played with the Knickerbocker Base Ball Club of New York. Three of these men posed for a half-plate daguerreotype in late 1845 that portrayed six original Knickerbockers; miraculously it survives in a private collection and is reproduced in the photo insert: William Rufus Wheaton, Daniel Lucius “Doc” Adams, and William H. Tucker, whose names until recent years had been largely forgotten. The fourth Knickerbocker father is the aforementioned Wadsworth, whom Will Rankin at first identified, with Mills’ concurrence, as the man behind the diagram of the playing field.

D. L. Adams was the younger of two sons of Daniel Adams, a noted scholar, medical doctor, orator, and author whose mathematics textbook, The Scholar’s Arithmetic; or, Federal Accountant, was constantly published and revised from 1801 to the Civil War. The junior Adams, after first attending Amherst College and then graduating from Yale in 1835, progressed to a medical degree of his own from Harvard in 1838. He went into general practice in New York City, coupled with an active involvement with treating the poor at the New York Dispensaries.

Known to all as “Dock” (as the nickname for doctor was then spelled), Adams began to play baseball in New York in 1839. “I was always interested in athletics while in college and afterward,” he recalled at the age of eighty-one:

. . . and soon after going to New York I began to play base ball just for exercise, with a number of other young medical men. Before that there had been a club called the New York Base Ball Club, but it had no very definite organization and did not last long. Some of the younger members of that club got together and formed the Knickerbocker Base Ball Club, September 24, 1845 [actually September 23]. The players included merchants, lawyers, Union Bank clerks [like Cartwright], insurance clerks and others who were at liberty after 3 o’clock in the afternoon. They went into it just for exercise and enjoyment, and I think they used to get a good deal more solid fun out of it than the players in the big games do nowadays.

About a month after the organization of this club, several of us medical fellows joined it, myself among the number. The following year I was made President and served as long as I was willing to retain the office.

According to Adams, the New York Base Ball Club not only preceded the Knickerbocker, as we have seen, but formed it: for example, some of its early members became prominent Knickerbockers in the 1845–46 season. From 1839 forward, Adams played a game in New York that he understood to be baseball, no matter what its rules and field configuration may have been. When only a handful of participants gathered for play, the game was likely a version of cat. Three old cat, for example, had a triangular base layout—and thus was also known as three-cornered cat—and three strikers.
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