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Abstract

The origin of baseball has been a mystery to hetsrfor some time. In order to better
understand the National Pastime's beginning, ors distinguish between theories, myths, and
factual data. A brief look at the popular theoaesl the men who proposed them will allow the
reader to more fully grasp the history of basebAlbner Doubleday, Alexander Cartwright,
Albert Spalding and other "fathers" of baseball wéd analyzed for their legitimacy as the
founders of the game. Also, the historical evideiocdaseball's earliest American colonial

references will be taken into account.



The earliest childhood memories many Americautlydave of patriotism and pride in
American history came through the exciting stoakbaseball greats told by their fathers and
grandfathers. For scores of Americans, the natipasiime of baseball is truly an American
tradition. Baseball transcends the game itselhagiame has become an intricate piece of the
cultural puzzle that connects American historyaldeand heritage. Examples of baseball's
handprint on American life could fill the pagesnotiltiples volumes. To fully grasp the
significance of baseball on American life, one vebimevitably be led to the game's humble
beginnings, but baseball's earliest days are skbindmystery as the origins of the game have
been disputed for nearly a century. During thistilmaseball historians have presented
arguments and theories for when the game wasfaged, baseball's founding fathers, the
process by which it came about, and its authentasta truly American sport. Many of the
historians' ideas clash with each other. In famttiversy has been the only true constant in the
search for baseball's origin. How then, in the madswll the debate, can one ascertain a clear and
concise resolution to the question of origins?fully answer the question without any doubts,
one would have to have been present when the ga®emated. In other words, there is no
obvious solution or easy answer to the questidmastball's origin. The purpose of this paper is
to use the available historical evidence combingl the theories of the leading historians to
analyze the information, compare and contrasttibertes, and apply the resulting conclusions

into a combined theory of baseball's origin.



For centuries young and old have played gamesvmgbats and balls of some

sort. Some of those games, such as stool balteaceded as far back as the late 16th cerftury.
Modern baseball has some similarities to these gamnes. However, in order to

understand the distinct beginnings of baseball msknown to Americans today, the time
period of study must be narrowed considerably. Ttheslate 18 Century to the end of the "19

century will be the focus of study.

Henry Chadwick made the earliest response to thstmun of origin. Known as
the "Father of Baseball," Chadwick was a widelypeeted promoter and historian of the
game in the United States. According to Chadwigsedball was a direct descendant of

an English game, roundér&kounderswvasplayed on a square field with four posts around
which runners ran clockwise and a batter was o ifnissed the ball three times, hit a ball that
was caught in the air, or was hit by the ball whilening between the postén this game, the
batter and pitcher were called “striker” and “fegdespectively* Chadwick's claim that

baseball was a descendant of rounders was baseqilately on the logical similarities between
the two as Chadwick did not produce any documenrtat support his assumption. Chadwick
was born in England, leading the majority of Amanisportswriters during this time to believe
that Chadwick’s English heritage gave him a biaggdion about the origin of baseball.
Another prominent baseball historian, Albert G. I8, revealed the sentiments felt by many

writers, writing, "Mr. Chadwick, who, by the wayg of English birth, and was rocked in a
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‘Rounders’ cradle..>Ultimately, Chadwick's rounders theory would bendissed by Spalding
and the public because his theory did not supporécan roots of the game.

In contrast to Chadwick's theory, Spalding, a farimeseball player and sporting goods
tycoon, produced a strictly American theory for dnigin of basebafl.Spalding was well
known and respected in the baseball world as a piemof the game. A fellow baseball
historian, Francis C. Richter, praised his effastsjing, "He was the greatest propagandist and
missionary the game ever knew and spent more taher and money in spreading the gospel
of Base Ball than any other man of recof&palding refused to accept Chadwick's notion of
English descent, stating, "I have been fed onkimd of "Rounders pap' for upwards of forty
years, and | refuse to swallow any more of it withsubstantial proof sauce of itlh order to
back up his strong sentiments, Spalding challer@eatiwick to research the matter of
baseball's origin and return to him with eviderggalding, in turn, would work on his own
research. When both parties had felt their ownarebewas complete, the two would compare
evidence and publicly declare the true beginningaseball. Spalding's challenge was published
in his Official Base Ball Guidéor 1905? In order to appear unbiased and official, Spalding
created a commission made up of six men, all of whre respected leaders and associated in
some regard with the game of baseball. Two prontihesinessmen, two Senators, and two
former Presidents of the National League of Bas&oahprised the commission. One of the

members, A.G. Mills publicly issued the committeesport in late 190%.Not surprisingly,
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5
the report reiterated Spalding's earlier claims|ateng Baseball an uniquely American sport.
The report stated that baseball 'has no relation to, or connection with, any garmany other
country.®* Henry Chadwick's response to the report was siraphgstate his belief that baseball
was a direct descendent of rounders. However, @ic&t$ answer appeared insignificant
compared to Spalding's commission as he lackeapealbesides logical conclusions.

The Spalding Commission forever changed the pslghetception of baseball’s

beginnings. Spalding claimed Abner Doubleday ingdriiaseball on the playing fields of
Cooperstown, New York in 1839Spalding's seemingly random assertion came frasthan
man by the name of Abner Graves. Graves, an engireee Colorado, replied to Spalding's
public challenge in 1905 to find information on eball's genesis by writing a letter to Spalding
in which he described baseball's first da§graves was originally from New York and grew up
with the older Doubleday. Graves claimed Doublegatyered fellow schoolmates to play a new
game Doubleday called "Base Ball," in which Doulblgtiad written down the rules on paper
after explaining them to his friends. Graves atstesl that he withessed Doubleday draw a
diagram of the field with player positions and ardond shap&.Spalding took Graves at his
word, and proclaimed Abner Doubleday the creatdrasieball and Cooperstown the founding
city. Despite the obvious lack of supporting evicksnAlbert Spalding and the American people
accepted the Doubleday theory as gospel truth. @dydecades after the Commission's 1907

announcement, the Baseball Hall of Fame was builtdoperstown, NY> From that point on,
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6
Doubleday was considered an American hero. Double@a in fact an American hero, but on a
very different field. As a Major General, Doubledayuntered the Confederate assault on Fort
Sumter with cannon fire of his own, courageousijnfing on the battlefield of the Civil Wér.
Albert Spalding was overly eager to find an Amenmisaurce for baseball, and Graves' account
was the perfect fit. The majority of Americans @sded strong nationalistic feelings at the time,

only a few short years away from the outbreak ofM/@var 1’

Spalding most assuredly knew
the American public would approve of a war her¢hasfounder of a national pastime. The
American people accepted the Doubleday theorysasapiother example of American ingenuity.
After years of an unquestioning belief in Double@ay Spalding, baseball historians
began to doubt the theory. Taking the lead in gtterg to debunk the Doubleday theory was
Robert W. Henderson, a librarian and sports histofiom New York. Henderson viewed the
Doubleday theory as pure myth. He began his reldmitaxamining a copy of Graves’ letter to
Spalding. The letter began, "The American gameagklball was invented by Abner Doubleday
of Cooperstown, N.Y., either the spring prior olidwing the "Log Cabin and Hard Cider’
campaign of General William H. Harrison for Presidg'*® Furthermore, Graves stated that
Doubleday was enrolled in Green's Select Schaibleatime he invented the game. Henderson
pointed out that Doubleday had enrolled in WeshPAtademy on September 1, 1838, well

before the spring of 1839 and 1840 as describéukitetter. Pointing out the discrepancy

between Spalding's report and Graves' letter, Hendeclaimed that Spalding invented Graves'
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witnessing of the first game ever played at Codpens field. Graves wrote in the letter, "l do

not know, nor is it possible for anyone to know,vamat spot the first game was played

according to Doubleday's plaH."Yet, Spalding claimed that Cooperstown field waee

Doubleday had drawn out a diagram of the baseditglayed his game of base ball. Another
problem arose from the Graves letter. Graves @dddoubleday with the invention of the name
"base ball' in his letter, which was later promteglaby Spalding. However, the term "base ball"

had been in existence long before 1839 for vanatmf games played by English and American

boys2 Henderson, at the very least, revealed critiqairerin Spalding's account of the origins

of baseball, but to most historians, he clearlywptbthe Doubleday story to be myth.

The search for baseball's origins was once agan & debate. Many historians,
including Henderson, leaned toward a more elabdoate of Henry Chadwick’s theory. Their
thesis supported a "multilinear" evolution of baseb' Henderson asserted baseball's beginning

was a process that involved rounders, as Chadvadkctaimed, in addition to many American

rules and adaptations through years of pfayumerous instances are recorded in history of

various games played by children and adults ttsgméle the modem game of baseball in one
way or another. The supporters ofeuolution theory point to these instances as pobof
baseball's gradual development into its modem.state of the earliest published references to
baseball appeared MLittle Pretty Pocket-Bookyritten in 1744 and published in London by

John Newbery. The book included a poem entitledstBaall."

19 |bid., 186.
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The Ball once struck off,
Away flies the Boy

To the next destin'd Post,

And then Home withby.2s
The reference to a post being used as a base teslitee game was probably rounders rather
than baseball. Nonetheless, adherents to the ewolilteory maintain the poem supports the
premise because the game is labeled "Base Baléad®f rounders. In 1799, celebrated writer
Jane Austen referred to the game of "base balféimovelNorthanger Abbe¥’ Baseball was
also mentioned in other, non-published records.r@eBwing, a Revolutionary War soldier in
George Washington's Army, wrote a journal entryatey Forge dated April 7, 1778. The entry
read, "Exercisd in the Afternoon in the intervaisyp at base?® In another entry, Ewing
mentions a game of cricket that was played by sointlee men. The latter entry distinguished
the game of base from cricket, establishing st@ndence for a distinction between the two
sports. Early forms of baseball were popularizeAnmerican universities beginning in the late
18th Century. Princeton University led the wayl#61 with a ban on playing ball next to the
President's house. Apparently, students had begmglball for a while before the ban was
established, probably beginning in the late 1780 student's diary tells of a game of "baste
ball" played in 1786 by students. "A fine day, plaste ball in the campus but am beaten for |
miss catching and striking the bait.Striking and catching indicate the student wasrréafg to
rounders or an American variation. In his earlyrgebdlenry Wadsworth Longfellow attended

Bowdoin College where he wrote about a basebakrapce in 1824. He stated, "There is

nothing now heard of, in our leisure hours, but,t=ll, ball.””” Another famous American,

23 Henderson, 133.
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Daniel Webster, wrote about playing 'ball’ at Daxtitin in 1797. North Carolina, Harvard,
Brown, and Williams College all had a form of baaéplayed on campus by students in the
1820s. In fact, a team from Brown University wlas first recorded team to walk a batter.
Williams Latham, a Brown University student, expkd the walk in a letter. Latham criticized
the team from Brown because their pitcher "didwhso fair [a] ball, They are afraid [sic] the
fellow will hit it with his battstick.”®Baseball was not only confined to colleges durheyeaarly
1800s. Records reveal that Americans were playngg of baseball in city streets and fields at
this time as well. Two recently discovered artialased 1823 describe baseball being played in
Manhattan. In an interview, prominent baseballdriah John Thom elaborated on the findings
when he stated, "The interesting thing about thibat it is the first contemporary account of an
organized baseball match played not only for ré@edut for the presumed interest of
spectators® All of these instances are proof of baseball'stexice before Doubleday's game in
1839. The examples are also important evidencthéevolutionary theory of baseball.
Historians like Henderson took these isolated exasw@nd chronologically structured them into
a connected group that formed baseball's beginiling.result of all of these findings was a

game with no definitive starting point.

The evolutionary theory provides a good foundafarunderstanding the origin
of baseball and putting the Doubleday myth to fdstvever, the theory does have a flaw
that leaves out amportant part of baseball history. The examplebasfeball before

1839 were of games with different rules and stithes separated them from modem

" Ipid., 132.

28 bid.
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baseball. These different forms of baseball welleddy many names, but the vast majority of

baseball games played before 1845 were of onecpkatitype. This style was referred to as
the "Massachusetts game" and was similar to rogndée Massachusetts game had a field
with bases shaped in a square, an inning endedowithone out, and the first team to score
one hundred runs won. Most notably, the Massactsugaine still employed the technique of
throwing the ball at a base runner to get him/heerSThe turning point in baseball's history,
which the evolutionary theory fails to fully graspas the appearance of the "New York game."
In 1842, a group of businessmen started to medaimhattan to play ball games for recreation.
Three years later, Alexander Joy Cartwright, a mamalb the group, proposed to formally
organize a club for playing ball. Through Cartwtigtpersistence, a club named the
Knickerbockers of New York was form&UThe group was a social club with membership
limited to forty men, dues of five dollars eachddranquets after gamé&sCartwright's club

also formed a set of rules for playing. The rulesenunique, divergent from the
"Massachusetts game" rules. The Knickerbockerskad playing a new style, the "New York
game," when they implemented their new rules. i ghoundbreaking set of rules, the field
was a diamond shape, a ball hit outside of thédinsl third base lines was foul, three missed
pitches or strikes was an out, an umpire would ntdaesions over differences in the game,

and a balk was illegal. Most importantly, rule thén stated, "A player running the bases shall

be out, if the ball is in the hands of an adversaryhe base.it. being understood, however,

% Goldstein, 13.
31 Henderson, 162.
32 Baker, 140.
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that in no instance is a ball to be thrown at hithefore rule thirteen, ball games around the
country allowed a player to throw at a base runnke Knickerbockers' "New York game™
caught on as the club moved from Manhattan to Hebpklew Jersey to a place called the
Elysian Fields" The Knickerbockers played their first game agaamsither club, the New

York Base Ball Club, at the Elysian Fields on JuBe1846. Playing for the first time under the
new set of rules, the Knickerbockers lost 23-1. bss did not damper the spirits of the
Knickerbockers as they continued to play their game. Baseball started to gain ground with
other groups, and by 1857 the Knickerbockers ditekfi other clubs formed the National
Association of Base Ball PlayetfsThe group modified some of the rules and mainthane

standard code of play that has carried over to mmoblaseball.

Almost every historian, including Henderson, woatgtee to some extent that

Alexander J. Cartwright helped structure baseb#dl ihe game of today that it is today. Some
historians have even called Cartwright the "fatifehmerican basebalf'. Cartwright and the
Knickerbockers deserve far more than just "creatiboringing the game of baseball into a robust
maturity," as Henderson claimé&dlhe set of rules the Knickerbockers created, alwitly
Cartwright's organization, marks a profound turrpoint in the game of baseball. The
"Massachusetts game" eventually faded out and thekiérbockers' "New York game" became
the foundation for modem baseball. Yet, the evolutheory is still important to understanding

baseball's origin. Baseball does owe much to trgi§inpastimes of rounders and cricket.

% Henderson, 165.
3 Geoffrey C. Ward, Ken Bums, Baseball: An lllustchitistory (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1994), 4.
35 H
Ibid., 5.
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The early American population also played an imgratrtole by continuing the enjoyment of

baseball in the New World. If one keeps in mindrnieny influences on baseball, without taking
too much away from Cartwright and the Knickerboskénen a new perspective can be seen that

holds baseball's origin in a balanced view.
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