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Series Preface

Turning history on its head opens up whole new worlds of possibility. Once, historians looked only at society’s upper crust: the leaders and others who made the headlines and whose words and deeds survived as historical truth. In our lifetimes, this has begun to change. Shifting history’s lens from the upper rungs to the lower, we are learning more than ever about the masses of people who did the work that made society tick.

Not surprisingly, as the lens shifts the basic narratives change as well. The history of men and women of all classes, colors, and cultures reveals an astonishing degree of struggle and independent political action. Everyday people played complicated historical roles, and they developed highly sophisticated and often very different political ideas from the people who ruled them. Sometimes their accomplishments left tangible traces; other times, the traces are invisible but no less real. They left their mark on our institutions, our folkways and language, on our political habits and vocabulary. We are only now beginning to excavate this multifaceted history.

The New Press People’s History Series roams far and wide through human history, revisiting old stories in new ways, and introducing altogether  new accounts of the struggles of common people to make their own history. Taking the lives and viewpoints of common people as its point of departure, the series reexamines subjects as different as the American Revolution, the history of sports, the history of American art, the Mexican Revolution, and the rise of the Third World.

A people’s history does more than add to the catalogue of what we already know. These books will shake up readers’ understanding of the past—just as common people throughout history have shaken up their always changeable worlds.

Howard Zinn 
Boston, 2000






Preface

The great Howard Cosell in a scathing critique of the sports world once said “rule number one of the jockocracy” was that sports and politics could never mix. Sports had to be dumbed down and quarantined from that nasty netherworld where political ideas and social concerns threatened to ruin the party. Debate was to be confined to “less filling” versus “tastes great.”

Today major sports columnists rain down many a verbal blow anytime an athlete takes a political stand. They can be worse when people outside the sports world try to say their piece—for example, when Jesse Jackson criticized hiring practices in the athletic department at the University of Alabama. They argue that sports and politics don’t belong in the same zip code, the same country, the same universe. It’s not just sports columnists—it’s the conventional wisdom throughout your local newspaper. Even E. J. Dionne, the house liberal of the Washington Post, wrote in 2003, “Most of us who love sports want to forget about politics when we watch games. Sports, like so many other voluntary activities, creates connections across political lines. All Americans who are rooting for the Red Sox in the playoffs are my friends this month, no matter what their ideology.”

Dionne’s starting point is that sports are apolitical, neutral space. The problem with Dionne, the sports page, and everyone who tries to segregate these two worlds is that they are trafficking in myth. They want us to believe that sports and politics together are as painful a mash-up as Mitt Romney getting cornrows or Hillary Clinton cutting a salsa album. It is certainly easy to understand why this is so readily accepted. Many of us watch ESPN to forget at all costs what they are doing on C-SPAN.

But in an era where the building of publicly funded stadiums has become a substitute for anything resembling an urban policy; in a time when local governments build these monuments to corporate greed on the taxpayers’ dime, siphoning off millions of dollars into commercial enterprise while schools, hospitals, and bridges decay, one can hardly say that sports exists in a world separate from politics. When the sports page—with its lurid tales of steroids, Michael Vick, referee gambling, and high-profile sexual harassment suits—no longer can be contained in the sports page, then clearly we need some kind of framework to take on and separate what we love and hate about sports so we can challenge it to change.

But sports are more than just a sounding board for war, graft, and mind-numbing moralism. It can also be a place of inspiration that doesn’t transcend the political but becomes the political, a place where we see our own dreams and aspirations played out in dynamic Technicolor. Politics are remote and alien to the vast majority of people. But the playing field is where we can project our every thought, hope, and fear. We want to believe fiercely that this is the one place where ability alone determines how we are judged. If you can play, you will play, no matter your color, class, or gender. This is why boxers such as Joe Louis and the great Muhammad Ali, Olympic stars such as Wilma Rudolph and Jim Thorpe, tennis players such as Billie Jean King and the Williams sisters, and even golf’s Tiger Woods (although he would never want the title) are viewed, consciously or not, as political beings—carriers of the dream that the playing field for all of us might be made a little more level.

This volume is an effort to resuscitate the political heart that beats in the sports world—to have a history that critically examines the political forces as well as the political power at work in the world of sports. It also  stands proudly with the tradition of progressive dissenters in sports, people who have attempted to use the world of sports as a platform to advance ideas of resistance. These are people who have not allowed the politics of modern sport in the United States to be the province of those who financially control it—and those in government who would so casually exploit the platform. This book is dedicated to all rebel athletes. From five-foot jockeys to seven-foot hoopsters, they are the giants upon whose shoulders this hidden history rests.
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1

Until the Twentieth Century

Before they played, they danced. The Choctaw tribe would prepare as long as four months before a lacrosse match. Everyone planned, everyone readied themselves, and before the ball was dropped, everyone danced. The dance involved everyone who was willing and able: men and women, young and old. They would shake lacrosse sticks to the heavens, each side asking for a little boost from the gods, while food and drink were heartily consumed.

Once the game began, the players distinguished themselves from the dancers. They took the moccasins from their feet and a scrap of clothing encircled their waist. But wrapped around the swatch of cloth was an ornately woven belt. Extending from the back of the belt was a “tail” made of animal hair and feathers. Around their heads, they wore multihued headdresses made up of elaborate quills and cloth. But all of this was mellow compared to the play itself. An Anglo observer named George Catlin watched, his jaw on the floor.

In these desperate struggles for the ball, when it is up . . . (where hundreds are running together and leaping, actually over each other’s heads, and darting between their adversaries’ legs, tripping  and throwing, and foiling each other in every possible manner, and every voice raised to the highest key, in shrill yelps and barks)! there are rapid successions of feats and of incidents, that astonish and amuse far beyond the conception of any one who has not had the singular good luck to witness them.



It was sport as he had never seen it; it both excited and repelled him. Excitation and repulsion: despite all the changes over time, our reaction to the spectacle of sports has remained remarkably constant.1

Native Americans played far more than lacrosse. They also took part in what we would recognize as forms of wrestling, football, racing, and hunting. The primary purpose was fun, but they also served a variety of other functions. Sports were a method of community training in agricultural or military skills. They also formed part of religious ceremony. The divisions between these functions were flagrantly ill-defined. Even when people’s roles were separated into spectator and participant, the spectators were as engaged as any game crowd at the World Series.2

As the passengers of the Mayflower stumbled upon these games in the New World, they must have felt sledgehammered by the irony of it all. It was these very games that were emblematic of what many of the settlers—the Puritans—were attempting to escape.




Too Pure for Sports 

King James of England loved his sports. In his “Kings Majesties Declaration to His Subjects concerning lawfull Sports to bee used,” also known as the Book of Sports (1618), the king saw a national value—and a safety valve—in play. He wrote, “Our pleasure likewise is, Our good people be not disturbed, letted, or discouraged from any lawful reaction, Such as dancing, either of men or women, Archery for men, leaping, vaulting, or any such harmlesse, Recreation, nor from having of May Games, Whitsun Ales, and Morris-dances, and the setting up of May-poles, and other sports.” 3

James believed that restricting sport “cannot but breed a great discontentment in Our people’s hearts.” He feared that an absence of sports would mean more time not in the church but in the alehouses,  where people would be subject to all kinds of “idle and discontented speeches.” 4

But James’s view that sports were essential was also quite mercenary: “The other inconvenience is that this prohibition barreth the common and meaner sort of people from using such exercises as may make their bodies more able for warre, when Wee or our successors shall have occasion to use them.” 5 This is the seventeenth-century version of Dwight Eisenhower’s famed dictum, “The true mission of American sports is to prepare young men for war.” 6

Puritans, however, were horrified by this encouragement of what they believed to be base debauchery. Puritan leader Thomas Hall said in 1660:If I would debauch a people, and draw them from God and his worship to superstition and Idolatry, I would take this course; I would open this gap to them, they should have Floralia and Saturnalia, they should have feast upon feast (as ’tis in Popery), they should have wakes to prophane the Lord’s day, they should have May-Games, and Christmas-revels, with dancing, drinking, whoring, potting, piping, gaming, till they were made dissolute, and fit to receive any superstition, and easily drawn to bee of any, or of no religion.”7

Magistrates in Massachusetts and other New England colonies sought to quell the influence of sports when they legislated against such wicked games as shuffleboard and lawn bowling.8





But even the Puritans were conflicted by this unyielding view. No less a Puritan than John Winthrop wrote about his own internal struggles with the role of sport. “When I had some tyme abstained from such worldly delights as my heart most desired, I grewe melancholick and uncomfortable. . . . I grewe unto a great dullnesse and discontent: which being at last perceived, I examined my heart, and findinge it needfull to recreate my mind with some outward recreation, I yielded unto it, and by a moderate exercise herein was much refreshed.” 9

A glacial change in attitudes was starting to seep in as early as the seventeenth  century. The question raised—and still unanswered—by these nouveau Puritans was whether sports could be moderated or needed to be banished.

As Thomas Gouge in his Young Man’s Guide Through the Wilderness of This World to the Heavenly Canaan wrote in 1672, “[Games] should be as Sauces to your Meat, to sharpen your appetite onto the duties of your Calling, and not to glut yourselves with them.”10

New modes of play also arose, especially as the first glimmerings of a consumer society appeared early in the eighteenth century. Merchants sold toys and card tables, dancing instructors began to give lessons, and taverns and pubs sponsored games. The proprietor of Boston’s British Coffee House advertised in 1714 that a bowling green now adjoined his establishment, where “all Gentlemen, Merchants, and others, that have a mind to Recreate themselves, shall be accommodated.”11

But another way of looking at sports—as neither harmless diversion or corrupting debauchery—was on the rise among the new private ownership class. A leading periodical, London Magazine, wrote, “’Tis well known that such Diversions are chiefly enjoy’d by the common People; who being fatigued by labouring continually for a sorry Living, find a Relaxation highly necessary for them.”12 And no less an observer than Adam Smith argued in The Wealth of Nations that sports helped check the power of “fanatical” religious sects, for fun and games helped quell the alienation that made such “disruptive” groups attractive.13

What was behind these arguments? It’s not too far-fetched to say that elites were starting to see in sports the importance—if not the beauty—that ordinary people already saw. The conquerors of the New World could sense that this was not merely fun and games but could play a necessary role in the developing modern society, transmitting values and providing a release from the workweek.




The Dirty South 

The southern colonies carried little of the conflicted guilt of the northern Puritans. The aristocracy in places such as Virginia and the Carolinas molded their lives in European noble terms of building a leisured paradise. They envisioned an easy and bountiful life on fresh and fertile  soil. The English heritage of fairs, feast days, and sports became the tangible expression of their aspirations.

In this culture, horse racing became the most popular, best organized, and most important American sport from the colonial era well into the nineteenth century. In addition to horse races, which could run over the course of a week, fox and quail hunts were a part of this life. But unlike the blue-blooded culture in Britain, the new southern aristocracy—these forerunners of Ted Turner—would also organize bloody cockfights, bare-knuckled boxing, and eye-gouging matches as well. These contests brought together wealthy and poor whites—almost exclusively male—in a common audience.

Sports became a way the colonies formed an independent—white—identity apart from Britain. By the eve of the Revolution, several wealthy men, northern and southern, ran their horses in a circuit of races from Leedstown, Virginia, through Annapolis, Philadelphia, New Jersey, and New York. Similarly, the rabid passion of new elites was cockfighting, something that would be unheard of in old Europe. Inheritances could be won or lost by the fighting spirit of angry chickens.14




The Other America: Sports in Bondage 

For slaves, life was not foxhunts and horse races (unless they were charged with the actual care and maintenance of the animals). In fact, the entire conception of play among slaves on a colonial plantation was as different from whites’as bondage was from freedom. Games in slave quarters were played by boys and girls, men and women. Most common were those that required nothing in the way of equipment, such as races and dances. Some of these games and dances were geared to honor deities, while others were secular. Other games reflected the precariousness of their lives. If they played dodgeball, then no one would be eliminated. Some historians have attributed this to the desire to escape the reality that a family member could be “eliminated” by being sold at random.15

Plantation owners actively promoted sports as a way to direct energies and create harmony in bondage. It is for this very reason that the great abolitionist and former slave Frederick Douglass saw no joy in  sports. Douglass didn’t believe it could be a source of comfort or cultural expression. Instead, he was a merciless foe of anything that aided the harmony of plantation life. “To make a contented slave, you must make a thoughtless one. It is necessary to darken his moral and mental vision, and, as far as possible, to annihilate his power of reason. He must be able to detect no inconsistencies in slavery. The man that takes his earnings, must be able to convince him that he has a perfect right to do so. It must not depend upon mere force; the slave must know no Higher Law than his master’s will. The whole relationship must not only demonstrate, to his mind, its necessity, but its absolute rightfulness.” 16

In the period before the American Revolution, there are some clear points of similarity between sports throughout the New World, whether in the Puritan Northeast, the wilder Virginia, or on a plantation. In each place, sports proved to be unconquerable: a balm against the harshness of the new climes, a source of community, and a means of escapism. It blossomed in the face of religiosity, political argument, and outright legal repression. It would prove to continue to be irrepressible in the years to come.




Sports and the American Revolution 

As the tensions with the British crown deepened in the eighteenth century and calls for revolution spread from statehouses to public houses (pubs), delegates to the First Continental Congress urged people to “discountenance and discourage every species of extravagance and dissipation, especially horse-racing, and all kinds of gambling, cock fighting, exhibitions of shows, plays, and other expensive diversions and amusements.” 17

By the eve of battle, the colonies seemed transformed, with sports having receded dramatically into the background. As one Philadelphian put it, “The troublous times have come. . . . Everything bears a warlike aspect. We hear no more of races, of cockfighting . . . bullbaiting or bearbaiting; these men have something else to think of, they discuss the war views, they prepare for war.” 18

But sports actually spread and flourished during the Revolutionary  War in the battle regiments themselves, where they helped stave off boredom. General George Washington himself instructed his military leaders to defy the official rules and look the other way while soldiers played cards and all other kinds of homemade games at the front. (He did take a harder line against gambling, but it is evocative that amidst the freezing temperatures and deprivation of war, gambling was even an issue.)19




Class After the Revolution 

From the beginning the Founding Fathers who designed these United States were acutely aware of the question of class. “All communities divide themselves into the few and the many,” said Alexander Hamilton. “The first are the rich and the well-born, the other the mass of the people. The voice of the people has been said to be voice of God; and however generally this maxim has been quoted and believed, it is not true in fact. The people are turbulent and changing; they seldom judge or determine right. Give therefore to the first class a distinct permanent share in the government. . . . Can a democratic assembly who annually revolve in the mass of the people be supposed steadily to pursue the public good? Nothing but a permanent body can check the imprudence of democracy.”20 At the Constitutional Convention, Hamilton’s commitment to the “the grand American experiment” was apparent when he suggested a president and Senate chosen for life.

Fellow Founding Father James Madison wrote in The Federalist Papers  that the new nation must be organized to make sure “a rage for paper money, for an abolition of debts, for an equal division of property, or for any other improper or wicked project, will be less apt to pervade the whole body of the Union than a particular member of it.”21

The United States had consolidated, but with unresolved questions that future generations would fight and die over. The questions of slavery, women’s suffrage, and whether people without property could have a say in their country still would require answers.

In the decades after the Revolution, the United States reflected this polarized reality and exacerbated the divisions that had been accepted  as natural. The country began an industrial push, immigrants swelled the population, Indians were exterminated. Profound polarization meant that the games of the day were ever more polarized as well.

Sports reflected every tension. The games played among the working many became more brutal than—and more segregated from—those of their wealthy counterparts. Bull baiting was an early favorite among the rural poor, with rat baiting its urban complement.

Here is one anonymous description of an early bull-baiting affair that took place in Baltimore:The bull was a fine, well-bred creature; seven or eight dogs were turned loose on him at once. They soon tore his ears off, and shockingly lacerated his head which made the poor thing bellow hideously and run about in every direction to the length of his chain, maddened with pain. In ten minutes he had killed one dog and lamed others; when I turned away in disgust.22





“Rat baiting” involved no “fine, well-bred creatures.” Born in New York City (fitting, somehow), rat baiting would involve putting one hundred rats in a pit eight feet long. Then a dog would be dropped in the middle and watchers would bet on how many the poor pooch could kill in a given period of time.

This, in all its glory, was sports “from below,” and the new northern elites were horrified by what they saw. The view that would define the twentieth century—that there were good sports, which bred correct American values, and bad sports—had not yet emerged. All sport was clearly and demonstrably sin. One could just count the rats to see that.

But in North and South, among black and white, sports became a necessary release for those denied a seat at Alexander Hamilton’s table. New ideas about sports were direct reflections of how the country was changing. In 1790, there were roughly four million people in the United States, most living less than fifty miles from the Atlantic Ocean. By 1830, there were thirteen million, and by 1840, four and a half million had gone over the Appalachians and into the Mississippi Valley.23

In 1842, journalist Horace Greeley recounted with horror a boxing  match that ended in death. The two-hour-and-forty-three-minute fight was, in Greeley’s view, a case of someone being “immolated on the altar of sport.” What turned Greeley’s stomach particularly was that the atrocity was not shocking but expected.

Let none say that his death was accidental. He openly avowed, on starting to the battleground, that he went to “win or die.” He tied a black handkerchief to his post in the ring as his colors, to evince the same determination. Not one of the fifteen hundred who quietly looked on could have been ignorant that his life was the fearful stake of the contest.



Further roiling Greeley’s senses was the way the spectacle was consumed:How shall we speak of the getters up and encouragers of this fight?—the gamblers, the brothelmakers, and keepers of flash groggeries, who were ever the chief patrons of “the ring,” and who were the choice spirits of this festival of fiends? They were in raptures as the well-aimed, deadly blows descended heavily upon the face and neck of the doomed victim, transforming the image of God into a livid and loathsome ruin.





But Greeley’s motives were not merely outrage. He made it a point to write that “the originators and fosterers of pugilism in this country are almost entirely foreigners by birth.” Greeley’s venom was also aimed at public officials. “Who licenses foreigners of at best suspicious character to keep houses of public entertainment in our city? If those pugilistic grog shops are kept without licenses, whose duty is it to close them? Why is it not done?”24

The kind of anger Greeley expressed was reinforced from the pulpit. An 1851 edition of Congregationist magazine preached:Let our readers, one and all, remember that we were sent into the world, not for sport and amusement, but for labor; not to enjoy and  please ourselves, but to serve and glorify God, and be useful to our fellow men. That is the great object and end of life. In pursuing this end, God has indeed permitted us all needful diversion and recreation. . . . But the great end of life after all is work. . . . The Christian fathers have a tradition that John Baptist, when a boy—being requested by some other boys to join them in play—replied, “I came into this world not for sport.” Whether the Baptist ever said this, we are unable to decide. But whether he did or not, it is a remarkable saying. It is a true saying—however cutting may be the reproof which it carries to not a few of our fellow men. It is a saying which we may all with propriety adopt. “We came into this world not for sport.” We were sent here for a higher and nobler object.25





Yet sports couldn’t be legislated or moralized out of existence. What could be achieved in the South, however, were laws to make sure they didn’t become a point of fraternization for black slaves and the white poor. The plantocracy, whose wealth had grown in comparison to that of poor southern whites, acted upon Frederick Douglass’s words that they “separate both to conquer each.”

In his multivolume history of blacks in sport called A Hard Road to Glory, Arthur Ashe wrote,The southern states adopted so-called “Black Codes” to regulate social interaction among whites, slaves, and free blacks. Whites and blacks rubbed elbows at cockfights and horse races but seldom at any other sports events. In 1830, North Carolina passed a law stating “that is shall not be lawful for any white person or free Negro, or mulatto, or persons of mixed blood to play at any game of cards, dice, nine-pins, and any game of chance or hazard whether for money, liquor, or property or not, with any slave or slaves.”26





The first tide of immigrants was arriving from Europe and brought their own traditions of play into the cities. At the same time, Native Americans with their own games and traditions were being vanquished.  In 1820, 120,000 Indians lived east of the Mississippi. By 1844, fewer than 30,000 remained. Those who survived invasion and disease had been forced under the shadow of genocide to migrate westward.

Lewis Cass, secretary of war, wrote in an 1830 article in North American Review that Americans must not regret “the progress of civilization and improvement, the triumph of industry and art, by which these regions have been reclaimed, and over which freedom, religion, and science are extending their sway.”

Though he would have preferred this be done with “a smaller sacrifice; that the aboriginal population had accommodated themselves to the inevitable change of their condition . . . such a wish is in vain. A barbarous people, depending for subsistence upon the scanty and precarious supplies furnished by the chase, cannot live in contact with a civilized community.”27




Women Want Off the Sidelines 

The position of women pushed them to fight for their own political space. Thomas Jefferson said with condescension typical of the era that women were “too wise to wrinkle their foreheads with politics.”28

The first women’s rights convention in history took place at Seneca Falls in 1840. This was the home of the conference’s key organizer, Elizabeth Cady Stanton. Her isolation and anger at the reality of second-class citizenship spurred her actions.

The general discontent I felt with woman’s portion as wife, mother, housekeeper, physician, and spiritual guide, the chaotic condition into which everything fell without her constant supervision, and the wearied, anxious look of the majority of women, impressed me with the strong feeling that some active measures should be taken to remedy the wrongs of society in general and of women in particular . . . all I had read of the legal status of women, and the oppression I saw everywhere, together swept across my soul. . . . I could not see what to do or where to begin—my only thought was a public meeting for protest and discussion.29



It was at Seneca Falls that the onetime slave Sojourner Truth would make a famous speech in which she said:That man over there says that woman needs to be helped into carriages and lifted over ditches. . . . Nobody ever helps me into carriages, or over mud-puddles or gives me any best place. And ain’t I a woman? Look at my arm! I have ploughed, and planted, and gathered into barns, and no man could head me! And ain’t I a woman? I would work as much and eat as much as a man, when I could get it, and bear the lash as well. And ain’t I a woman? I have borne thirteen children and seen em most all sold off to slavery, and when I cried out with my mother’s grief, none but Jesus heard me! And ain’t I a woman?30





From these early times, sports was a way for women to rebel. One writer in an 1878 edition of the American Christian Review diagrammed the twelve-step downfall of any woman who dared engage in the sinful world of croquet.

1. A social party.
2. Social and play party.
3. Croquet party.
4. Picnic and croquet party.
5. Picnic, croquet and dance.
6. Absence from church.
7. Imprudent or immoral conduct.
8. Exclusion from the church.
9. A runaway-match.
10. Poverty and discontent.
11. Shame and disgrace.
12. Ruin.31 
Despite these perils, women’s colleges after the Civil War began to offer athletic options. Sports also came to symbolize the movement for  suffrage. The development of the rubber tire and growth of the bicycle craze was widely accepted as a tool for women’s liberation. In 1895, twenty-five years before women won the right to vote, suffragette Elizabeth Cady Stanton wrote, “Many a woman is riding to suffrage on a bicycle.”

Susan B. Anthony agreed, saying,Let me tell you what I think of bicycling. I think it has done more to emancipate women than anything else in the world: It gives women a feeling of freedom and self-reliance. I stand and rejoice every time I see a woman ride by on a wheel. The picture of free, untrammeled womanhood.32





Indeed, Stanton and Anthony recognized that women’s right to physical play was essential and inextricable from citizenship. In a piece for the women’s magazine The Lily, Stanton wholeheartedly rejected claims of a man’s “physical superiority,” writing, “We cannot say what the woman might be physically, if the girl were allowed all the freedom of the boy, in romping, swimming, climbing, playing ball.”33 By the turn of the century, many proponents emerged for women in sports. In 1901, Anne O’Hagan wrote:With the single exception of the improvement in the legal status of women, their entrance into the realm of sports is the most cheering thing that has happened to them in the century just past. In the first place, there is the question of health. The general adoption of athletic sports by women meant the gradual disappearance of the swooning damsel of old romance, and of that very real creature, the lady who delighted, a decade or so ago, to describe herself as “high strung,” which, being properly interpreted, meant uncontrolled and difficult to live with. Women who didn’t like athletics were formed to take them up in self defense; and exercise meant firmer muscles, better circulation, a more equable temper, and the dethronement of the “nervous headache” from its high place in feminine regard.34








The Emergence of Baseball and the Birth of Nostalgia 

Like jazz and the johnnycake, baseball was uniquely born and bred in the United States. The earliest form of baseball was called “rounders.” It was played informally by working-class children in cities at the turn of the nineteenth century. It was also called “round ball,” “sting ball,” “soak ball,” “burn ball,” “town ball,” the “Massachusetts Game,” and sometimes even “base ball.” The rules were ever malleable. A base could be a rock, a bat, an ax handle, a ball, or some shredded rubber.35

In 1845 the game took its great leap forward through the work of a man named Alexander Cartwright. As the country urbanized in this period, particularly the North, there was a broader thirst for rules and some sense of order. Gone for Cartwright would be the baseball of ragged children, in its place something for adults that could resemble clean entertainment and exercise. The national pastime, which many link to the pastoral, was created to tame the city. Cartwright wanted a city game without the anarchy of the city.

Cartwright, a bank teller and volunteer fireman, represented the striving middle class of the new urban centers. He founded the Knickerbocker Base Ball Club of New York, a group of young men (described as “gentlemen” in one account) that gathered after church on Sundays to play the sport according to Cartwright’s ever-evolving rules. When the Knickerbockers were formed on September 23, 1845, membership was offered to “those whose sedentary habits required recreation.” To the Knickerbockers, being a good player wasn’t as important as having “the reputation of a gentleman.”36

Cartwright was baseball’s Prometheus, inventing out of whole cloth concepts such as tagging the runner instead of pegging him with the ball, using actual canvas bases, the shortstop, a batting order, the foul ball, and three strikes and three outs. He also dressed his team in natty flannel shirts, caps, and baggy pantaloons, creating a style that would outlive some of his other concepts, such as banning the use of gloves.37

The first “organized” game took place on June 19, 1846, just across the river from Manhattan, at Elysian Fields in Hoboken, New Jersey.  Carwright’s team lost 23 to 1 even though he was also the umpire since only he knew all the rules.38

Cartwright’s baseball was meant to be a different kind of endeavor than the bare-knuckled boxing, betting, and rowdy exhibitions associated with sport. As Ron McCullough writes in his book From Cartwright to Shoeless Joe, There were no grandstands (and no admission fees); you would either stand and watch the game from along the sidelines or park your horse and carriage in the outfield and observe from there (there were no outfield walls). Sometimes a tent or pavilion would be erected for the ladies, to shield them from the hot sun . . . The crowd was generally quiet and mannerly. Instead of cheering or boos, you would usually hear only polite applause and an occasional “Well done” when a particularly good play was made.39





In May 1857, the Knickerbockers met with reps from other clubs to codify the rules. The names of the other clubs present that day signified the national ascension and manifest confidence such as Empire, Eagle, Gotham, and Excelsior. The game’s absence of a defined time structure, the leisurely pace, and the green diamond all spoke to a lost agrarian past many in the cities would remember wistfully. In other words, nostalgia existed at the game’s birth.40

It was thought for decades that baseball’s creator was a prominent Union general named Abner Doubleday who in his pre-martial days was said to have invented the sport. But this was myth. Neither his personal effects (letters, notes) nor his 1893 obituary in the New York Times  makes mention of baseball. The tale was born when Albert Spalding, of Spalding sporting goods, put together a panel to declare how the sport began. Spalding, a former pitcher, team owner, and antiunion zealot, trumpeted that the game’s roots lay in Cooperstown, New York, a bucolic all-American postcard of a place. Doubleday, a veteran who graduated from West Point and fought Indians, Mexicans, and Confederates, seemed as good a choice as any to be the founder. The myth was powerful enough and repeated enough that Cooperstown is now the site of the  baseball hall of fame. There is no evidence Doubleday ever even set foot in Cooperstown.41

The best thing to happen to baseball was actually the Civil War. The intermingling of soldiers from geographically diverse regions and the boredom in between battles led to the spread of the game. The Civil War brought together people of different ethnicities and immigrant groups in the Union army, allowing regional games, particularly baseball, to spread after the war into every nook and cranny of the country. As Albert Spalding later wrote, “The sport had its baptism when our country was in the preliminary agonies of a fratricidal conflict. Its early evolution was among the men, both North and South, who, during the war of the 1860s, played the game to relieve the monotony of camp life in those years of melancholy struggle. It was the medium by which, in the days following the ‘late unpleasantness,’ a million warriors and their sons, from both belligerent sections, passed naturally, easily, gracefully from a state of bitter battling to one of perfect peace. . . . Baseball, I repeat, is war! And the playing of the game is a battle in which every contestant is a commanding general, who, having a field of occupation, must defend it; who, having gained an advantage, must hold it by the employment of every faculty of his brain and body, by every resource of his mind and muscle.” 42

Some soldiers would take bats and balls to training after enlisting or being drafted. In letters home, they would write of these games as bright spots in a bleak time. Private Alpheris B. Parker of the Tenth Massachusetts wrote: “The parade ground has been a busy place for a week or so past, ball-playing having become a mania in camp. Officer and men forget, for a time, the differences in rank and indulge in the invigorating sport with a schoolboy’s ardor.”43

George Putnam, a Union soldier, wrote with dark humor how one game suffered an abrupt end when their outfielders were attacked by incoming musket balls. “Suddenly there was a scattering of fire, which three outfielders caught the brunt; the centerfield was hit and was captured, left and right field managed to get back to our lines. The attack ... was repelled without serious difficulty, but we had lost not only our centerfield, but . . . the only baseball in Alexandria, Texas.”44 




A Civil War Ends 

After the Civil War, the smashing of the plantocracy laid the groundwork for industrialization to go national—and the country suffered the tumultuous birth pangs of the new unfettered capitalism. As Howard Zinn wrote:The cities . . . were death traps of typhus, tuberculosis, hunger, and fire. In New York, 100,000 people lived in the cellars of the slums; 12,000 women worked in houses of prostitution to keep from starving; the garbage, lying 2 feet deep in the streets, was alive with rats. In Philadelphia, while the rich got fresh water from the Schuylkill River, everyone else drank from the Delaware, into which 13 million gallons of sewage were dumped every day. In the Great Chicago Fire in 1871, the tenements fell so fast, one after another, that people said it sounded like an earthquake.45





Gustavus Myers, discussing the growth of the Astor family fortune, wrote,Is it not murder when, compelled by want, people are forced to fester in squalid, germ-filled tenements, where the sunlight never enters and where disease finds a prolific breeding-place? Untold thousands went to their deaths in these unspeakable places. Yet, so far as the Law was concerned, the rents collected by the Astors, as well as by other landlords, were honestly made. The whole institution of Law saw nothing out of the way in these conditions, and very significantly so, because, to repeat over and over again, Law did not represent the ethics or ideals of advanced humanity; it exactly reflected, as a pool reflects the sky, the demands and self-interest of the growing propertied classes.46





Unfettered capitalism also saw, for better and worse, the beginning of sports’ commercialization. The manufacturing and marketing of sporting  goods such as cricket bats, bows and arrows, billiard tables, and hunting and fishing gear also began around midcentury.




The Spindle-Shanked 

During this era of industry, there began a fear among the new barons that they were raising slothful children completely unprepared to navigate the hardscrabble industrial world. Their concern bordered on the hysterical. Harper’s Monthly sounded the alarm, calling this young generation “an apathetic-brained, a pale pasty-faced, narrow-chested, spindle-shanked, dwarfed race—mere walking manikins to advertise the last-cut of the fashionable tailor.”47 Oliver Wendell Holmes wrote in the Atlantic Monthly in 1858, “I am satisfied that such a set of black-coated, stiff-jointed, soft-muscled, paste-complexioned youth as we can boast in our Atlantic cities never before sprang from the loins of Anglo-Saxon lineage.”48

Since putting their children to work was not a option, sports was seen as the way to put some calluses on their hands. This signaled the shift of conventional wisdom by the moral guardians of the republic. Instead of seeing sports as an immoral waste of time and an express lane to sin, they began to separate “good sports,” which taught obeisance to authority, values, godliness, and could toughen up these petal-picking pasty-faces, from bad sports such as cockfighting and rat baiting. This new ethos was called “Muscular Christianity.”49 Elite schools such as Amherst, Brown, Harvard, Williams, and Yale initiated intercollegiate games. Prominent Protestant churches even began to build bowling alleys into their basements.50

In support of the new Muscular Christianity, Thomas Wentworth Higginson delivered an influential sermon titled “Saints and Their Bodies.” He thundered, “Sentimentalists wither away like blanched potato-plants in the cellar; and then comes some vigorous youth from his outdoor work or play, and grasps the rudder of the age, as he grasped the oar, the bat, or the plough handle.”51

But even at the beginnings of modern sport, Muscular Christianity meant different things to different people. Higginson was a supporter of John Brown’s raid on Harpers Ferry and believed in abolition by any  means necessary. Holmes was on the other side, believing that social stability should be the end, organized athletics the means.




Baseball After the Civil War 

Baseball, with its appeals to nostalgia, normalcy, timelessness, and orientation on the upwardly mobile, took national hold after soldiers returned from the Civil War to their hometowns. The sport was proudly backward-looking, harking back to a “simpler time” before the world spun off its axis. Albert Spalding wrote:Neither our wives, our sisters, our daughters, nor our sweethearts may play baseball on the field. They may play cricket, but seldom do; they may play lawn tennis, and win championships; they may play basketball, and achieve laurels; they may play golf, and receive trophies; but baseball is too strenuous for womankind, except as she may take part in grandstand, with applause for the brilliant play, with waving kerchief to the hero of the three bagger, and, since she is ever a loyal partisan to the home team, with smiles of derision for the umpire when he gives us the worst of it, and, for the same reason, with occasional perfectly decorous demonstrations when it becomes necessary to rattle the opposing pitcher.52





But baseball was not immune to the “robber baron” mentality pervading the country. Entrepreneurs looked at baseball and saw dollar signs. Contests began to be advertised, marketed, and sold to the public. Game tickets ranged from a quarter to a shocking five dollars, and crowds were beginning to gather in the thousands. In the robber baron tradition, no players were paid despite the big money. As McCullough writes, “The idea that someone could actually make a living by playing some sort of game was preposterous.”53

This changed in 1869 when the Cincinnati Red Stockings fielded a team with an annual payroll of $9,300. The Red Stockings worked for their money. They traveled nearly 12,000 miles and played before crowds totaling more than 200,000 people. Total gate receipts were $29,724.87; salaries and expenses, $29,726.26; net profit, $1.39.54

Gone were the days of Cartwright’s gentlemen. Now gambling, drinking, and taunting were part of the experience. Women were given special enclosed canvas-covered seating. Baseball had become a game for the masses. In late August 1867, a team called the Mutuals traveled to Washington to meet with President Andrew Johnson at the White House. Perhaps oblivious to irony, Johnson, the man who oversaw the defeat of Radical Reconstruction in the South, declared baseball the “national game” even though it was not unusual at this time for “mixed matches” to take place where black teams would play white teams.55




Order Comes to Baseball 

National game or not, the sport was floundering: graft, open cheating, and utter disorganization pervaded the game. It mirrored the way the early years of industry thrashed about in similar anarchy. This changed, in baseball at least, in 1876, when William Hulbert formed the National League of Professional Baseball Clubs. The National League’s initial salvos were executed with a reformer’s zeal. The league banned open gambling and liquor sales at games. It pledged to expel clubs that failed to stick to schedules, and it even prohibited the playing of league games on Sunday.56

The desire for order extended to labor-management relations. In 1879, the owners unanimously agreed to that they should be allowed to “reserve” five players for the next season. This was the birth of what came to be known as the reserve clause. The clause was eventually extended to cover all major league players, virtually binding a player to the same club for life. In 1887, almost ninety years before the issue of the reserve clause would be finally settled, John Montgomery Ward wrote a piece where he asked the question Is the Base-Ball Player a Chattel.

In the enactment of the reserve-rule the clubs were probably influenced by three considerations: they wished to make the business of base-ball more permanent, they meant to reduce salaries, and they meant to secure a monopoly of the game. . . . The effect of this was that a player reserved was forced to sign with the club reserving him, or quit playing ball altogether. . . . There is now no  escape for the player. . . . Like a fugitive-slave law, the reserve-rule denies him a harbor or a livelihood, and carries him back, bound and shackled, to the club from which he attempted to escape. We have, then, the curious result of a contract which on its face is for seven months being binding for life. . . . These are, in part, the relations which exist between base-ball players and the associations by which they are employed. Is there a base-ball official who will claim them to be governed by any semblance of equity? Is it surprising that players begin to protest, and think it necessary to combine for mutual protection?57



Business was booming. Publishers of major daily newspapers, such as Charles A. Dana, William Randolph Hearst, and Joseph Pulitzer, increased circulation by creating regular sports sections with separate scribes: the creation of the sportswriter. By the 1880s, professional baseball was a $10-million-a-year enterprise.58




Rebellion Comes to Baseball 

This was an era of not only robber barons but revolt, and baseball was not immune. In 1885, Billy Voltz, a minor league manager from Chattanooga, founded the National Brotherhood of Professional Base Ball Players, the first players’ union. Their president was the aforementioned John Montgomery Ward, who also held a law degree from Columbia Law College. After negotiations failed to address salaries and the reserve clause, “Ward led the Brotherhood in open revolution at the end of the 1889 season.”59

A large swath of players, furious about ownership’s lack of desire to take their demands seriously, split and formed their own separate enterprise, called the Players’ League, in 1890. Their slogan was “Fire the boss!” As sports historians Elliott Gorn and Warren Goldstein describe,For a year, seven cities had two teams each, and the Players’ League teams generally outdrew their National League rivals. Most athletes jumped to the Players’ League, and the new teams were joint-ownership ventures between rich backers and the players  themselves. Albert Spalding, now part owner of the National League Chicago franchise, denounced the players as anarchists and revolutionaries. Insofar as players (workers) attempted to take back control of their labor from owners, theirs was indeed a radical step. The old owners, however, had deeper pockets than the athletes; they outlasted their former employees, and when the dust settled, both the American Association and the Players’ League collapsed, allowing the consolidation of the National League into a twelve-team organization.60





One writer called the entire Players’ League exercise “a slave’s revolt.”  61 It is ironic that he would use the term, since one issue the first players’ union failed to address was the most pressing issue of its time: the systematic expulsion of black players from the game.




Moses Fleetwood Walker 

Moses Fleetwood Walker’s promising baseball career was pounded to dust not by ownership but by the white players themselves. In 1887, future Hall of Famer Adrian “Cap” Anson refused to allow his team to play against Newark unless Walker and George Stovey were benched. Anson’s team issued the following letter:Dear Sir:

We the undersigned, do hereby warn you not to put up Walker, the Negro catcher, the days you play in Richmond, as we could mention the names of seventy-five determined men who have sworn to mob Walker, if he comes on the grounds in a suit. We hope you will listen to our words of warning, so there will be no trouble, and if you do not, there certainly will be. We only write this to prevent much bloodshed, as you alone can prevent.62





As William Rhoden wrote “Billy Voltz refused to concede, and even sent Walker, who was scheduled to have an off day, to right field. He told Anson that if Chicago pulled out, Toledo wouldn’t pay the guarantee. Anson backed down and the game was played. . . . At a game in Syracuse,  Walker took the day off and sat in the dugout in street clothes. The Toronto manager asked Walker to leave the stadium. Heated words were exchanged. According to one account, Walker was surrounded by fans and allegedly brandished a loaded revolver and threatened to put a hole in someone in the crowd. He was arrested but released, and the next day he was in Syracuse’s lineup.”63

But Walker—even though he is now a baseball footnote and most fans think Jackie Robinson was the first African American player—didn’t fade into obscurity. The son of an Ohio doctor, Walker went to Oberlin College, a school with roots in the abolitionist movement. (Oberlin will make a reappearance later in this book, as it was the only school that would offer Olympic gold medal winner Tommie Smith a job after the 1968 Olympics.) Walker went on to both run a hotel and become an inventor of early movie cameras. He was also a spokesperson for the idea that the only way blacks could escape white supremacy would be to secede from America. At age fifty-one, in 1908, he wrote the pamphlet Our Home Colony, a scathing indictment of the “race problem” in the United States:The annals of civilized history will not show [the white man’s] equal in cruelty and inhumanity. That this people could suddenly change from such a character to a humane and Christian disposition in relation to the Negro is against the very nature and constitution of man. We see no possible hope that the Negro will ever secure the enjoyment of this social freedom and equality. Without it, he can never expect full and complete development.64





Walker called for a mass exodus to Liberia, an idea rooted in his long-worn pessimism about the incurability of white supremacy. The only solution to “the Negro problem or if you prefer, the white man’s problem” is “the wholesale emigration of the Negro from America. . . . We do not believe in the wholesale deportation of the Negro at the present time. . . . But the time is fast approaching when the Negroes at the very least must leave the Southern states.” In Walker we see a precursor to the Garveyite movement of the 1920s. In other sections of Walker’s  work, he writes bracingly about everything from the effect of white dolls on young black girls to the inhumanity of lynchings. The sham of baseball’s “level playing field” created a man with no illusions in the promise of America. His baseball experience produced enduring scars.65

The forceful excising from the league of black players led to tragicomic episodes of managers trying by any means to get the best talent on the field. Hall of Fame Baltimore Orioles manager John “The Little General” McGraw signed an African American player named Charley Grant. But this bit of ancestral knowledge was kept between McGraw and Grant. McGraw instead told the press that the Orioles had signed the great Cherokee sports star “Tokohoma.” Unfortunately, McGraw’s plan fell apart when friends of Grant saw him on the field and went en masse to the team hotel to celebrate his triumph.66

These episodes had repercussions far beyond Walker, Charley Grant, and the other handful of African American ballplayers. The whitening of the national pastime became a living symbol of the exclusion of blacks from all walks of public life. It also created what came to be known as baseball’s “color line,” which stubbornly endured until 1947.




Booms and Busts 

But while the ruling elite were worried about their sons’spindly shanks, they had bigger concerns in the streets. This was an era of marginal booms and crushing busts for everyone not named Astor, Vanderbilt, Rockefeller, Carnegie, Mellon, Gould, or Morgan.

Economic depression hit in 1877. In the sweltering summer of that year, drinking water and sewage intermingled, killing large numbers, disproportionately children. The New York Times wrote: “Already the cry of the dying children begins to be heard. . . . Soon, to judge from the past, there will be a thousand deaths of infants per week in the city.” In the first week of July 139 babies died in Baltimore.67

This was also the year of the general strike. When the great railroad strikes of 1877 were over, a hundred people were dead, a thousand people had gone to jail, a hundred thousand workers had gone on strike, and sympathy actions had sprouted among the unemployed.68

The tumult was a harbinger of transformation. From 1860 to 1900  the population of the United States grew from 31 million to 75 million; now 20 million people lived west of the Mississippi, and the number of farms grew from 2 million to 6 million. New York grew from 850,000 to 4 million, Chicago from 110,000 to 2 million, Philadelphia from 650,000 to 1.5 million.69

With overcrowded cities came conflict. In 1884, women’s assemblies of textile workers and hat makers went on strike. The following year in New York, cloak and shirt makers, both men and women (holding separate meetings but acting together), went on strike. The New York World  called it “a revolt for bread and butter.” They won higher wages and shorter hours.70

The year 1893 saw an economic crisis that rocked the country. After years of unfettered growth, the walls tumbled down: 642 banks and 16,000 businesses shut their doors. Out of 15 million workers, 3 million were unemployed. Rage reigned.71 As the Chicago Times described the railroad strike of 1894:To say that the mob went wild is but a weak expression. . . . The command to charge was given. . . . From that moment only bayonets were used. . . . A dozen men in the front line of rioters received bayonet wounds. . . . Tearing up cobble stones, the mob made a determined charge. . . . the word was passed along the line for each officer to take care of himself. One by one, as occasion demanded, they fired point blank into the crowd. . . . The police followed with their clubs. A wire fence inclosed the track. The rioters had forgotten it; when they turned to fly they were caught in a trap. The police were not inclined to be merciful, and driving the mob against the barbed wires clubbed it unmercifully. . . . The crowd outside the fence rallied to the assistance of the rioters. The shower of stones was incessant. The ground over which the fight had occurred was like a battlefield. The men shot by the troops and police lay about like logs.72





Clearly more was needed than rifles and bayonets to assuage such a restive populace. The “values of sport” were also central to this project. 


Young Man, There’s No Need to Feel Down 

The organization that most strongly espoused the “values of sport” was the Young Men’s Christian Association, the YMCA. Founded first in England in 1844, and reaching North America in 1851, the Y became the place for acculturation and a bulwark against rebellion. By 1869, San Francisco, Washington, D.C., and New York City all had YMCA gymnasiums. Within twenty-five years, there were 261 Y gyms scattered across America. The Y adopted the inverted triangle as its emblem in 1895, signifying the three components of fully developed man: mind, body, and spirit.73

“Wholesome athletics certainly were part of a social control movement designed to channel people, especially working-class and immigrant youths, into safe activities,” Gorn and Goldstein write. “By the end of the century, many reformers believed that sports could be a socially stabilizing force that would help Americanize foreigners, pacify angry workers, clear the streets of delinquents, and stem the tide of radicalism. Sports could deflect tensions away from an oppressive social structure and channel energy into safe activities that taught the modern industrial values of hard work, cooperation, and self-discipline, and thereby help secure social order.”74




Horse Racing 

In the nineteenth century, horse racing was perhaps the most popular sport in the United States. It was also a sport dominated by African Americans. The first Kentucky Derby, also known as the “Run for the Roses,” took place on May 17, 1875, in front of ten thousand spectators. Of the fifteen jockeys, fourteen were black. White riders at this time generally did not challenge the black jockeys’ preeminence because of the stigma attached to working a “slave job.” As Rhoden writes, “The position of a black who rode for wealthy racing stables after the Civil War was quite similar to that of a slave who rode for his master. . . . The black jockeys were hirelings who rode primarily for someone else’s business.”  75

The most famous horseman, the Michael Jordan of the stables, was  Isaac Murphy. Murphy made his riding debut in 1875 at the tender age of fourteen, just five days after that first Kentucky Derby. After three years, Murphy was one of the highest-paid athletes in the country. His annual income was roughly $20,000—nearly more than the entire payroll of Cap Anson’s Chicago White Stockings. But the period at the end of the nineteenth century was so rife with reaction that Murphy’s dominance represented a threat to the ideas of white supremacy.76

In 1889, after another day of dominance for the black jockeys, the  New York Herald wrote, “The sons of Ham outrode the children of Japhet with a vengeance, for not a single white was successful in guiding a winner past the judges. It was a field day for the dusky riders and they forced their Caucasian competitors to take positions in the background.”  77

A headline in an 1890 issue of Spirit of the Times remarked on the disturbing truth that “all the best jockeys of the West are colored.”78 Isaac Murphy himself commented, “I am disgusted with the way they treated me in the East during the summer. When I won it was all right, but when I lost they would say, ‘There’s that nigger, drunk again.’ I tell you, I’m disgusted and soured on the whole business.”79

Two years before Murphy died in 1896, the Jockey Club was formed as the national administrative arm of the horse racing industry. Its central purpose was to license jockeys on an annual basis. After the Jockey Club came into being, black jockeys just weren’t reregistered, and horse owners received the message from their brethren to not even try to protest. Even riding a horse well was too much for whites to stomach in the public sphere.80




Boxing 

No sport has chewed up athletes (especially black athletes) and spit them out quite the way boxing has. The first boxers in the United States were slaves. Southern plantation owners amused themselves by putting together their strongest chattel and having them fight it out while wearing iron collars.81

But after the abolition of slavery, boxing was unique among sports because, unlike every other major athletic venture, it was desegregated— except when white boxers refused to step in the ring with black opponents. Boxing champion John L. Sullivan, for example, refused to fight black contenders, claiming that he owed it to his fans not to “sully the white race,” a policy that conveniently kept him from facing arguably the finest boxer of the 1880s, the Australian Peter Jackson.82

Promoters didn’t promote integrated bouts because they were in any way progressive. Quite the contrary. The brutality of the sport itself gave promoters a stage to make a buck off the rampant racism in American society. Unwittingly, these early fight financiers opened up space where the white supremacist ideas of society could be challenged. As the Chicago Tribune wrote about a contest between a black fighter, George Dixon, and a white fighter, Jack Skelly, “White fans winced every time Dixon landed on Skelly. The sight was repugnant to some men from the South. A darky is alright in his place here, but the idea of sitting quietly by and seeing a colored boy pommel a white lad grates on southerners.” 83

The New Orleans Times-Democrat put it much more bluntly: “What with bruises, lacerations and coagulated blood, Skelly’s nose, mouth, and eye presented a horrible spectacle . . . some even turned away their heads in disgust . . . at that face already disfigured past recognition. . . . It was a mistake to match a negro and a white man, a mistake to bring the races together on any terms of equality, even in the prize ring. . . . It was not pleasant to see a white man applaud a negro for knocking another white man out.”84

Charles A. Dana, of the New York Sun, wrote:We are in the midst of a growing menace. The black man is rapidly forging to the front ranks in athletics, especially in the field of fisticuffs. We are in the midst of a black rise against white supremacy. . . . Less than a year ago [black Australian] Peter Jackson could have whipped the world—[Jim] Corbett, [Robert] Fitzsimmons, . . . but the white race is saved from having at the head of pugilism a Negro. . . . There are two Negroes in the ring today who can thrash any white man breathing in their respective classes: George Dixon and Joe Walcott. If the negro is capable of developing  such prowess in those divisions of boxing, what is going to stop him from making the same progress in the heavier ranks?

What America needs now is another John L. Sullivan. . . . How is it that these sable champions spring up all at once? Is it because they are far and away better than their white brethren or is the Caucasian race deteriorating? . . . Wake up you pugilists of the white race! Are you going to permit yourself to be passed by the black race? . . . Some say that the ‘colored brother’is not a man of the highest courage, but I doubt that. . . . He has always been made to believe that he belongs to an inferior race. . . . But . . . the Negro has evinced as much courage in combat as the white man.85








Women’s Hoops 

Early women’s basketball, played on elite campuses, was a very rough-and-tumble operation. Freed from their corsets, they let their elbows fly freely as well. This caused a reaction sharper than those elbows. As Susan Cahn writes in the book Coming on Strong: Smith College Athletic Director Senda Berenson, shocked by both the rough play and the negative publicity it generated, resolved to introduce stricter regulations for women’s play . . . in 1899 she organized a National Women’s Basketball Committee under APEA auspices. Through the Spalding sporting goods company, the committee issued its first official women’s rulebook in 1901. The rules allowed players to dribble the ball only one time (later three bounces were allowed) and prohibited physical contact and any effort to hinder the shooter. By contrast, the five player “boys’ rules,” played by boys, men, and girls or women who had not encountered the new rules, allowed all players to run the full court and placed fewer restrictions on dribbling or on guarding the offensive player.





Sports for women—particularly upper-class women—were tied to more than physical expression.86

For women in this era, exercise and games were a privilege, a sign of  status. If a woman played golf, rode horses, or played tennis, it meant she belonged to a new citadel of status: the country club. In 1894, journalist Caspar Whitney wrote a paean to this institution in Harper’s New Monthly:Who shall deny the country club to have been a veritable blessing, what with its sport and pleasure and health-giving properties that have brushed the cobwebs from weary brains, and given us blue sky, green grass, and restful shade in exchange for smoke-laden atmosphere, parboiled pavements, and the never ceasing glare and racket of the city? And womankind too has partaken of country-club as she should of all blessings, in relaxation from the petty trials of housekeeping, and the parade and deceits of society, while the hue of health has deepened in her cheeks. It has been a wholesome growth all round.87








Theodore Roosevelt 

Out of this era of Muscular Christianity came its most prominent spokesperson: Theodore Roosevelt. In his piece “Professionalism in Sports,” published in 1890, the thirty-one-year-old Rough Rider wrote, “There is a certain tendency . . . to underestimate or overlook the need of the virile, masterful qualities of the heart and mind. . . . There is no better way of counteracting this tendency than by encouraging bodily exercise, and especially the sports which develop such qualities as courage, resolution, and endurance.”88

In 1893, in “The Value of Athletic Training,” Roosevelt proclaimed:In a perfectly peaceful and commercial civilization such as ours there is always a danger of laying too little stress upon the more virile virtues—upon the virtues which go to make up a race of statesmen and soldiers, of pioneers and explorers by land and sea, of bridge-builders and road-makers, of commonwealth-builders—in short, upon those virtues for the lack of which, whether in an individual or in a nation, no amount of refinement and learning of gentleness and culture, can possibly atone. These are the very  qualities which are fostered by vigorous manly out-of-door sports.89





All of the “masterful nations” in history, Roosevelt declared, encouraged rugged sports. Athletic training could help revitalize commercial America and build a new Anglo-Saxon superrace. Albert Spalding agreed—and saw baseball as a way to do it:Baseball has “followed the flag.” It followed the flag to the front in the [eighteen-] sixties and received then an impetus which has carried it to half a century of wondrous growth and prosperity. It has followed the flag to Alaska, where, under the midnight sun, it is played on Arctic ice. It has followed the flag to the Hawaiian Islands, and at once supplanted every other form of athletics in popularity. It has followed the flag to the Philippines, to Porto Rico, and to Cuba, and wherever a ship floating the Stars and Stripes finds anchorage today, somewhere on a nearby shore the American National Game is in progress.90





The game did follow the flag. It also followed an imperial expansion that strongly influenced how games were taught and played throughout the United States.
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