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One historian noted, "scholars should consider alternatives to public relations, rather than assuming 
that it had to emerge exactly as it did." Public relations as it exists today and as it evolved in the late 
nineteenth/early twentieth century was not predetermined. Delving deeper into the antecedents of 
public relations can help facilitate a better understanding of public relations and its relationship with 
business. This article analyzed how late nineteenth century Major League Baseball (MLB) leaders 
viewed publicity and the press. The MLB officials used a variety of techniques–such as bribing and 
threatening reporters and starting their own publications–besides hiring press agents to overcome 
press attacks during a management-labor battle in 1890. This study suggested that not all 
monopolies had to develop press offices to deal with unfavorable publicity.  
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Creating the National Pastime: The Antecedents 
of Major League Baseball Public Relations 

 

INTRODUCTION  
During the initial days of the management-

labor battle called the 1890 Brotherhood War, 
Major League Baseball (MLB) owners read the 
players’ accusation that the magnates were mak-
ing "money at the sacrifice of the dignity of the 
game and at the expense of the players’ rights as 
men" in the sporting press.1 In addition to being 
angry with the players, the owners "blamed the 
class of young base ball journalists, new to base 
ball matters as they existed over a decade ago" 
for presenting the players’ side.2 From the own-
ers’ point of view the sports journalists should 
have ignored the Brotherhood War, as it framed 
baseball not as a game but as a fight between la-
bor and capital. Yet, owners would learn over 
the course of the 1890 season that not all in the 
sporting press heeded their demands anymore; 
competition had allowed journalists to choose 
sides, and some chose the players. The owners 
responded, not by hiring press agents, but by 
taking the players to court, trying to bribe the 
players and the sportswriters, lying to the press, 
and starting their own publications.  

Many scholars note that during the Gilded 
Age and Progressive era, when agitation over 
the industrial trusts produced political and jour-
nalistic criticism of the free enterprise system, 
American businesses used one of the forerun-
ners of public relations–publicity–to help defend 
their corporations.3 Although these scholars 
presume that hiring press agents to deliver pub-
licity was the only, or at least the best, method 
to deal with the negative press generated by 
muckrakers, one historian noted, "scholars 
should consider alternatives to public relations, 
rather than assuming that it had to emerge 
exactly as it did."4 Public relations as it exists 
today and as it evolved in the late nine-
teenth/early twentieth century was not prede-
termined. Delving deeper into the antecedents 
of public relations, and the alternatives available 

to nineteenth century executives, can help 
facilitate a better understanding of public rela-
tions and its relationship with business.  
 Current scholarship almost completely ig-
nores how pre-twentieth century management 
handled critical press coverage, limiting an un-
derstanding of the development of corporate re-
putation approaches.5 As one historian asserted, 
"Before the profession of public relations, there 
was the practice." To understand that practice 
and the vocation that followed, historians must 
"examine much earlier periods" and "look for a 
more inclusive cast of PR actors."6 As another 
historian noted: "No one has examined organi-
zations that tried approaches other than PR."7  

This article attempted to fill this gap with an 
analysis of how late nineteenth century Major 
League Baseball leaders viewed publicity and the 
press. The players’ union, called the Brother-
hood, started a new league, run and managed by 
the players, in 1890 to combat the encroach-
ment of owner power over their professional 
lives. The MLB owners used a variety of busi-
ness tactics–such as shrewd negotiation and 
revenue sharing–to defeat the upstart league. 
This win cemented the desired economic and 
organizational demarcation between manage-
ment and labor. The MLB owners’ actions dem-
onstrated that some business leaders before the 
twentieth century chose other options besides 
public relations-type activities to deal with un-
favorable publicity.8  

The analysis of the 1890 Brotherhood War 
suggested that public relations was not predes-
tined to develop as a response to negative press 
coverage. Considering alternatives available to 
MLB officials, as well as other nineteenth cen-
tury business executives, could shed light on 
why some organizational leaders chose to use 
the publicity function and why some did not. 
According to one historian, "Starting with the 
assumption that [public relations] need not have 
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emerged as it did, makes explicit the thinking of 
its originators."9  

In the case of MLB during the late nine-
teenth century, the industry did not need to hire 
press agents because the owners received posi-
tive newspaper coverage without them. Only 
when competition for professional baseball play-
ers and fans, and for newspaper coverage, 
occurred did positive newspaper coverage of 
MLB experience interruptions. In these instan-
ces, the industry’s leaders had a tremendous 
bearing on which business techniques were or 
were not used to overcome negative press cov-
erage. For example, Albert Spalding, owner of 
the Chicago team and the unofficial leader of 
the owners during the Brotherhood War, fought 
to maintain control over the national pastime, 
including what messages the baseball-consuming 
public would receive from newspapers. This 
desire for control included maintaining authority 
for press relations rather than relegating this role 
to hired press agents.  

 
METHODOLOGY  

To understand Spalding’s motives for how 
he handled press relations during the Brother-
hood War, the author examined primary docu-
ments available at the National Baseball Hall of 
Fame Library. Spalding wrote a book in 1911 
that detailed how he helped William Hulbert 
start the National League of Professional Base 
Ball Clubs (NL) in 1876, and described his phi-
losophy and actions during the 1890 Brother-
hood War. Considering this work was developed 
and published decades after these incidents, it 
should not be taken alone as a reliable source 
for consultation. The haziness of memory and 
the desire to be remembered in a positive light 
may have skewed the recollection. Yet, the work 
does provide some clarification of Spalding’s 
attitude toward business, labor and the media. 
The Spalding Papers at the Hall of Fame Library 
contained personal and business correspond-
dence from the studied time frame. These 
papers provided further insight into how one 
MLB official handled his fellow owners, the 
players, and the press.  

Next, the author examined newspaper ac-
counts of the NL’s creation in 1876 and the 

1890 Brotherhood War. Major dailies in cities 
with major league teams as well as the leading 
sports weeklies of the era were included. The 
dailies included Boston Daily Globe, Brooklyn 
Daily Eagle, Buffalo Commercial Advertiser, 
Chicago Herald, Chicago Tribune, Cleveland 
Leader, Cleveland Plain Dealer, New York 
Clipper, New York Times, New York Tribune, 
and New York World. The weeklies included 
Sporting Life and The Sporting News. Other 
publications included Ball Players’ Chronicle, 
Players’ National League Guide for 1890, and 
Spalding’s Base Ball Guide & Official League 
Book. The publications were selected due to 
their availability at the National Baseball Hall of 
Fame Library.  

Articles from these publications gave addi-
tional elucidation into how Spalding and the 
other owners perceived the players and their 
new league and their plan of action in defeating 
the players. The articles provided a means to 
study the messages the players and the owners 
presented.  

Fully understanding each side in the 1890 
management-labor crisis from the perspective of 
public relations history required a background 
on public relations historiography, the standard 
view of public relations’ inception, Major 
League Baseball from the start of the National 
League in 1876 through the 1890 Brotherhood 
War, and how sports journalists interacted with 
MLB officials both before and during the labor 
battle. These sections comprise the remainder of 
this study.  

 
BACKGROUND  
The Business History Frame. Studying the antece-
dents of MLB public relations is important be-
cause, according to one historian, few studies on 
public relations in business history literature 
exist, and the histories of many industries and 
corporations are incomplete because their pro-
grams to craft an image for their businesses have 
not been explored or analyzed.10 "One of the 
most distressing aspects of the critique of public 
relations from outside the business community 
has been the paucity of serious analysis," argued 
another historian. "Questions concerning the 
reasons for its growth and the nature of its im-
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pact are surely worth more attention that they 
have thus far received."11 A different historian 
agreed, "Public relations strategies and tactics 
are increasingly used as weapons of power in 
our no-holds barred political, economic and 
cause competition in the public opinion market-
place, and thus deserve more scholarly scrutiny 
than they ever had."12  

Those studies that do exist tend to use 
business historian Alfred Chandler’s paradigm to 
explain corporate public relations history.13 
Chandler examined a large number of case 
studies to spot the most important trends in the 
ascent of the corporate enterprise. This 
investigation allowed Chandler to reduce a 
complex historical question–Why did the large 
corporate structure emerge as it did–into a 
straightforward explanation.14 For public rela-
tions history, the Chandler paradigm could help 
identify the main reasons for the field’s develop-
ment.  

Historian Richard Tedlow, for one, used a 
Chandlerian approach to public relations history. 
After examining dozens of public relations case 
studies, Tedlow reasoned that corporate public 
relations developed in response to four factors: 
the increasing size and specialization of organi-
zations, the social-cultural environment, a gov-
ernment-business rapprochement, and advances 
in the journalism-communications industry. 
Tedlow argued that the corporation as an entity 
grew rapidly during the latter half of the nine-
teenth century, in part, due to a government that 
encouraged and blessed this evolution. As a 
corporation expanded, important functions be-
came departmentalized. Public relations was 
deemed vital to the business system because 
corporations operated in a social-cultural-poli-
tical environment that supported the power of 
public opinion. Many corporate leaders recog-
nized that they needed practitioners fluent in 
mass media operations to influence public opin-
ion.15  

While Tedlow’s work does shed some 
insight into the field’s development, the tend-
ency to generalize in public relations histori-
ography is troubling due to insufficient evi-
dence. Chandler examined thousands of busi-
ness case histories; the corporate public relations 

field lacks even a small fraction of this number 
of studies. As one historian noted, "a definitive 
history of corporate public relations cannot be 
written without studies of more people, more 
agencies, and more companies."16  

Some of these studies have been done. A 
small number of autobiographies and biograph-
ies have added to the understanding of corpor-
ate public relations history, but they are limited 
in number and are often apologetic or ignore the 
practitioner’s faults.17 A few institutional histor-
ies, usually focused on monopolies such as the 
railroads in the nineteenth century and utilities 
such as AT&T, have been written.18 But, his-
torians must examine more subjects, both on an 
individual and organizational level, before using 
Chandler’s paradigm to explain the development 
of corporate public relations.  

The study of the antecedents of MLB public 
relations will provide one piece of the data 
necessary to apply this framework. Before 
understanding how a study of MLB will add to 
public relations history, it is necessary to know 
the standard view of public relations initial 
establishment.  

Conventional wisdom regarding 19th-century PR. 
The biggest problem with current public 
relations history literature is not so much that it 
is flawed; rather, the trouble is that too much is 
left out by adhering so closely to the business 
history frame. This frame has encouraged 
scholars to consider public relations only after 
1900 and only as a full-time vocation. One his-
torian called for studies of the "antecedents" of 
public relations such as "press agentry, advertis-
ing, reform movements, civic volunteerism, 
fundraising, and showmanship, in addition to 
political campaigning and war propaganda."19 

One of these antecedents, press agentry, has 
typically been tied to public relations as an 
example of the function’s earlier, less exemplary 
model of communication, which eventually gave 
way to the more ideal two-way symmetrical 
form of public relations.20 Further study of press 
agentry–when it was used and when it wasn’t 
used–will further enhance an understanding of 
public relations.  

Press agentry has existed for centuries. Ever 
since Johann Gutenberg’s invention of printing 
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from movable type around 1450 marked the 
beginning of mass literacy and the age of the 
mass media, individuals and organizations have 
possessed a venue for mass dissemination of 
messages. Americans especially valued the print-
ing press. By the time of the American Revo-
lution, the colonies had thirty-seven newspapers, 
and these newspapers had become a focal point 
for political and social discussion.21  

This environment–along with other factors 
such as advances in transportation and com-
munication, and a public becoming increasingly 
urbane, diverse and literate–helped foster the 
development of the penny press in the 1830s. 
When newspaper prices dropped to a penny 
each, circulation and readership grew, but so did 
advertising prices. To reach this growing audi-
ence, organizations began to use press agents, 
who tried to get the organizations into the 
newspapers without paying for advertising by 
manufacturing news. Traveling circuses and 
theaters especially utilized these press agents. By 
1880, more than two hundred and fifty such 
touring companies competed for business, and 
the competitors turned to press agentry to gain 
an edge. Many of these press agents were not as 
concerned with presenting factual information 
as they were in generating media coverage. For 
example, in 1876, press agent John Burke put 
"Buffalo Bill" Cody’s exaggerated exploits on 
news wires and visited press offices and theater 
companies to ensure coverage. This press 
agentry formed the roots of what would become 
the public relations function.22  

This antecedent of public relations became 
more institutionalized in a few organizations in 
the period between the Civil War and the end of 
the nineteenth century. During this time, Ameri-
can society shifted from an agrarian to a 
corporate system due to the establishment of 
capital-intensive production facilities on a large 
scale; product-specific marketing, distribution 
and purchasing; and an integrated professional 
management team.23 This management team 
placed the workforce in departments to increase 
efficiency. This desire for organizational spe-
cialization partially explains the placement of 
press agents into corporate publicity depart-
ments.24 In 1884, the American Medical Associa-

tion employed publicists to counter the propa-
ganda of animal lovers. Four years later, the Mu-
tual Life Insurance Company organized a "lite-
rary bureau" to put out publicity.25  

Corporations began to place press agents 
into departments due to the industrialization of 
the United States following the Civil War. One 
historian noted, "In the 25 years from 1875 to 
1900, the United States doubled its population, a 
population fed by waves of immigrants, jammed 
people into cities, enthroned the machine and 
mass production, spanned the nation with rail 
and wire communications, developed the mass 
media of press and popular magazine, ...and 
replaced the versatile frontiersman with the 
specialized factory hand."26  

Management also placed publicity specialists 
into departments or hired press agents as a par-
tial response to public displeasure with monopo-
lies. Muckraking journalists during the Progres-
sive era exposed how some businesses corrupted 
politicians, increasing public anxiety about the 
rising power of corporations. Corporate leaders 
worried about these attacks because the rise in 
literacy and changes in printing technology and 
the print media during the nineteenth century 
had created newspapers and magazines that 
reached a mass audience.27  

Many attacked organizations hired journal-
ists to explain their actions. Corporations used 
newspapers because it was the medium in which 
many were being attacked. Also, many compan-
ies were already using newspaper advertising to 
communicate with their markets, which made 
the transition to using publicity in this medium 
natural. And press agents in the early nineteenth 
century had focused on obtaining newspaper 
coverage, so the model for garnering free pub-
licity already existed.28  

These press agents were typically former 
journalists. Newspapers, like other organizations 
at the turn of the century, consolidated its 
operations. As a result, the pay and the work 
environment for journalists suffered. At the 
same time, journalism college graduates flooded 
the job market. Some journalists joined labor 
unions; others hunted career opportunities 
elsewhere–many in publicity.  

Public relations also emerged and grew in 
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response to American democracy. The Ameri-
can political system, built upon popular sove-
reignty, legitimized the power of public opinion, 
which during the Progressive era was focused on 
inspecting institutions and leaders. Management 
used public relations to respond to this scru-
tiny.29  

Yet, muckrakers alone cannot explain the 
development of public relations. Some corpora-
tions valued publicity before the muckrakers. In 
1858, the Borden Company, a producer of dairy 
products, issued a financial report to its stock-
holders. In 1883, AT&T reviewed their services 
and prices to ensure good community relations. 
These two efforts demonstrated an interest in 
improving relations between the organization 
and its publics even before muckraking forced 
businesses to do so. Also, U.S. department 
stores at the turn of the century used publicity to 
stimulate public awareness and loyalty, not to 
deflect muckraking attacks.30  
Developments within the business environment 
other than muckraking created a need for public 
relations. Unprecedented rates of growth among 
corporations, increased rationalization and 
centralization of management, and the need for 
larger markets brought new management prob-
lems. Management responded to these issues 
with scientific management, industrial psycho-
logy, welfare capitalism, and advertising, as well 
as public relations.31  

Reviewing management options to deal with 
an ever-changing world can more fully explain 
why some leaders turned to public relations. The 
standard view of the field’s developing years 
provides some insight into public relations’ start, 
but a more complete understanding of the field 
can occur only by adding new insights from in-
depth studies of the organizational, political, and 
social uses of public relations. Tracing the 
development of one industry offers rich possi-
bilities for grasping the ways in which social and 
business trends and events affected the decision 
on how to respond to negative publicity. Ex-
amining one industry in depth may not result in 
an Emersonian ideal of reflecting a whole world 
in a raindrop; however, by studying specific 
experiences it may make the study of public 
relations history more comprehensible in a way 

that differs from the generalized. Some compo-
nents of the field that may be concealed when 
viewed as a whole–such as the influence of an 
industry’s leadership–can be distinguished 
through close inspection. The following section 
contains this inspection of Major League Base-
ball.  

 
MLB & MLB PR  

During the Gilded Age, one group of 
historians asserted, "Getting competitors toget-
her, organizing the market, getting rich by 
charging all the traffic would bear ? this seemed 
to be the American way. Business was king, and 
in business the word of the day was “Organ-
ize.”32 Baseball followed the trend of the day 
when a group of businessmen saw a way to 
organize the popular sport into a profit-making 
entity. The urbanization and industrialization of 
the latter nineteenth century had helped baseball 
grow from a diversion before the Civil War to a 
sport increasingly driven by commercialism and 
played by professionals after the war. William 
Hulbert and his colleague Albert Spalding com-
pleted this transformation in 1876 when they 
organized the National League. This business 
structure applied specialization, increasingly a 
characteristic of post-Civil War American life 
and industry, to the game. Although at first play-
er-managers ran baseball clubs, now the players 
would concentrate on skills relevant to the 
game, while owners would focus on business 
affairs.  

The players revolted by creating the Players' 
National League in 1890, an attempt by skilled 
laborers to regain control over the sale of their 
product from the profit-driven entrepreneurs. 
While the Players’ League only existed for one 
season, it marked the final and only challenge to 
the organizational structure of professional 
sports. Major League Baseball, as the earliest 
organized professional sport, set the standard 
for other sports leagues that followed. The 
National League was (and is) a cartel, whose 
members competed on the field but cooperated 
to a certain extent off the field to secure contin-
ued attendance. In this organizational structure, 
the players were contracted employees and had 
no ownership interest in the clubs. Players had 
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no voice in league operations, and the owners 
could trade or sell the players to other clubs 
without the player’s consent.33 The Players’ 
League was the only attempt to create a rival 
league organized on a different basis.34 This new 
league was a cooperative venture, where players 
would invest in the clubs, the Players’ League 
financial backers–not owners–would divide the 
profits equally with all the players, and player 
trades were only by player consent. Had it 
succeeded, the Players’ League may have estab-
lished a new system of organizing sports, but the 
new league’s demise at the end of the season 
solidified the governance system that separated 
the duties of management and labor.  

Post-Civil War Baseball. The split between 
management and labor could occur only after 
the sport had grown in popularity from a 
neighborhood diversion to a leisure activity 
capable of generating profits. Changes in post-
Civil War America helped spur this growth. 
Urbanization created a group of participants and 
spectators in the nation’s Eastern and Midwest-
ern cities, while industrialization provided the 
standard of living and sufficient free time 
necessary to support commercialized spectator 
sport. Railroad travel allowed professional 
sports teams and their fans to travel from city to 
city as the telegraph and penny press opened the 
gates to a rising tide of sports journalism. 
Newspaper and magazine publishers, which had 
followed the attitude of upper-class Americans 
and looked down on sports activities, began 
paying more attention to reader’s interests in 
sports activities and results. Agrarian and reli-
gious anti-sport attitudes began easing, no long-
er restricting participation as either players or 
spectators.35  

In addition to these factors, sportswriters 
advanced baseball’s benefits to American socie-
ty. Baseball and the newspapers enjoyed a sym-
biotic relationship; coverage of baseball stimu-
lated media sales while media coverage increased 
interest in baseball.36 This relationship began in 
the mid-1850s when publisher William Trotter 
Porter covered baseball extensively in the Spirit 
of the Times. Until Porter’s reports began 
appearing regularly, most publications largely 
overlooked baseball.37 According to one 1920s 

journalist who examined the history of the 
sports section, "The game [of baseball] took 
because Porter [editor of the Spirit of the Times] 
gave it publicity."38  

Later in the 1850, Frank Queen and Har-
rison Trent founded the New York Clipper, 
which devoted more space to baseball than 
Porter did. Writing most of the paper’s baseball 
stories was Henry Chadwick. In 1858, Chadwick 
became the first baseball editor of a newspaper 
when he took this assignment with the Clipper.39 
Chadwick was one of the most prolific of the 
early baseball writers, promoting the game 
through the New York Times, New York World, 
the New York Evening Telegraph, the New York 
Herald, the Brooklyn Eagle, and other eastern 
dailies. Chadwick originated The Baseball Guide 
published by The Sporting News. He wrote and 
edited the first baseball guide, Beadle’s Dime 
Baseball Ball Player in 1860. In 1868, Chadwick 
wrote the first hardcover book in America 
devoted strictly to baseball, titled The Game of 
Base Ball. From 1869 to 1880, he edited the 
DeWitt’s Guide and from 1881 until his death in 
1908 edited Spalding’s Baseball Guide. In all of his 
writings, Englishman Chadwick tried to make 
baseball a national sport for Americans as crick-
et was for the English. "Undoubtedly, the most 
popular summer pastime of America is the now 
national game of base ball," Chadwick noted. 
"In every way is it suited to the American char-
acter. It is quickly played; is full of excitement; it 
requires vigor of constitutions, manly courage 
and pluck, and considerable powers of judgment 
to excel in it, and moreover is entirely free from 
the objectional features which too frequently 
characterize the other prominent sports of the 
country."40 By no means guaranteeing the 
game’s success, this effort by early sportswriters 
to tie baseball into the cultural fabric of America 
helped increase the sport’s popularity.41  

Commercialism and professionalism. These fact-
ors fostered the increasing recognition of base-
ball as a viable leisure pursuit. Men bringing a 
standardized version of the game back to the 
industrialized and urbanized North and Midwest 
after the Civil War further accelerated the 
game’s attractiveness, gradually leading to com-
mercialism and professionalism. As the number 



Media	  History	  Monographs	  4:2	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Anderson	  

	   6	  

of teams and the level of competition escalated, 
the need for better players intensified, which led 
to strong, working-class players replacing the 
members who played in the baseball clubs 
organized before the war. Because the working-
class players lacked the means to be true ama-
teurs, they received jobs or other financial assist-
ance from local business and civic leaders.42  

This trend toward professionalism culmin-
ated in Cincinnati where a group of business and 
political leaders announced a team of all-salaried 
ball players to represent the city. On an eastern 
tour in 1869, the Cincinnati Reds attracted large 
crowds and finished the season without a defeat. 
Other cities followed with their own all-salaried 
teams. Team organizers increased or started to 
charge admission to pay for these professionals, 
with many dividing receipts among the players. 
This swelled the ranks of professional players, 
many of whom jumped from team to team 
depending on the highest bidder, a practice 
termed "revolving."43  

Demarcation of Labor and Management. Organ-
izers capitalized on this professionalism trend by 
forming the first professional baseball league, 
the National Association of Professional Base-
ball Players (NAPBP) in 1871. In the player-
organized and managed NAPBP, players moved 
from team to team at will, garnering salaries 
based solely on their skills.  

Public backlash against this early free agency 
soon occurred. Between 1871 and 1875, the 
public became disgusted and turned against 
baseball because players so frequently switched 
teams. Matters came to a head in 1875 when 
Chicago team owner William Hulbert signed 
four of the association’s best players away from 
the Boston club.  

Fearing retaliation from the other NAPBP 
clubs, Hulbert and one of the players he obtain-
ed from Boston, Albert G. Spalding, decided to 
break from the association and form a new 
league. Spalding argued that baseball was a 
business as well as a sport and should be man-
aged accordingly. Hulbert, one of the first 
baseball owners who was not a former player, 
shared Spalding’s view. The pair enticed other 
ownership groups to join the National League of 
Professional Base Ball Clubs (NL), which in-

cludeed teams from Chicago, St. Louis, Louis-
ville, Cincinnati, New York, Philadelphia, Bos-
ton, and Hartford.44  

Just as trusts such as Standard Oil domin-
ated business, the NL owners emulated these 
consortiums by creating their own cartel. Each 
NL club, a joint-stock company, financed the 
league administration, which ensured that the 
league emphasized the interests of member 
clubs over those of the players. The players may 
have resented the new league’s check on their 
movement, but with the strongest teams in the 
new league they could do little but submit.45  

The new league brought four things to or-
ganized baseball: 1) the increased promotion of 
the game to the middle class by "cleaning up the 
game"–no booze at game, no Sunday ball, and 
no excessive drinking or cussing by players; 2) 
the monopoly of each club over its geographic 
area; 3) the institution of clubs run on business 
principles, putting the power into the hands of a 
few; and 4) the removal of players from financial 
decisions, reducing their share of the profits.46  

Spalding explained the league’s operating 
principles: "Like every other form of business 
enterprise, Base Ball depends for results upon 
two interdependent divisions, the one to have 
absolute control and direction of the system, 
and the other to engage–always under the 
executive branch–in the actual work of produc-
tion." Spalding argued that just because the 
players were the actual entertainment "pro-
ducers" did not mean that they should actually 
manage the entertainment itself.47  

Spalding positioned the new league structure 
as a means to ensure baseball would remain a 
family game, played and managed by gentlemen. 
Yet, as a businessman, Spalding had other mo-
tives for the formation of the National League. 
Few entrepreneurs wait for demand; they create 
customers. In order to do so, sporting goods 
manufacturers promoted baseball, among other 
games, during the sports surge of the late 
nineteenth century.48 Spalding was just such an 
entrepreneur. He and his brother had estab-
lished A.G. Spalding and Bro. in the same year 
as the NL. The firm grew in large part due to 
the mass manufacture of baseballs and uni-
forms, advertising, and Spalding’s close con-
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nections with major league baseball officials.49  
In protecting his sporting goods investment, 

Spalding convinced Hulbert and the other 
owners that they needed to manage news of 
their cartel to minimize criticism. Hulbert and 
Spalding kept the meeting that created the new 
league secret from the press, with the exception 
of their associate, Lewis Meachem, an editor 
with the Chicago Tribune. The one reporter at the 
meeting, from the Tribune, immediately wired 
Meachem the summit’s results.  

In his article after the league’s initial meet-
ing, Meachem noted that the NL solved the 
main problem with the current state of player-
run baseball, that player-managers could not 
control players who wanted to drink, fight and 
gamble. The editor predicted the NL owners 
would end "drunken behavior" and start a new 
era of "honest play." Players would gain under 
the new league, he argued, which "assures them 
lucrative employment as long as they are honest 
and work hard." Finally, to preempt a negative 
report on the league from the period’s most 
influential baseball writer, Henry Chadwick, 
Meachem portrayed him as an old-fashioned, 
"dead weight on the neck of the game."50  

Chadwick seemed conservative to his 
contemporaries because he advocated that base-
ball players should uphold the good sports-
manship of cricket, a value contrary to com-
petitive American ideals. Nevertheless, Chad-
wick remained a highly respected writer in 
baseball circles, and his writing carried great 
weight.51  

Chadwick struck back against Meachem’s 
"dead weight" charges eight days later, saying he 
wanted to stop the "growing abuses connected 
with the baseball fraternity" as much as the NL 
owners did. He wondered, however, if the own-
ers wanted to make the game more honest, 
"what was there to prevent this work from being 
entered upon boldly, manfully, consistently and 
openly" instead of "this secret meeting with 
closed doors"? Chadwick labeled the exclusion 
of other teams from the baseball world an "anti-
American method of doing business" and ob-
jected to the "secret and sudden coup díetat."52  

Meachem defended the league, proclaiming 
it the "most important reform since the history 

of the game," but he and Spalding suspected 
that the Tribune alone could not counter general 
media criticism.53 Therefore, Spalding launched 
his own journal, titled Spalding’s Official Base Ball 
Guide, from which he could speak directly to 
baseball fans, as well as advertise the products 
he sold in his new retail store in Chicago. 
Spalding also sought to soothe Chadwick by 
writing an apology to him for Meachem’s 
attacks, but the NL magnate stressed that he 
thought the "future of baseball" depended on 
the new league. Ever the businessman, he closed 
the letter by announcing his new store in 
Chicago and asking Chadwick’s newspaper to 
accept his ads.54  

What Spalding discovered with this incident 
may have shaped his future attitude toward 
sportswriters. Although he resented the league’s 
attack on him, Chadwick, as well as other 
baseball writers, covered the National League 
favorably because it represented the "best 
professional talent of the country."55 During this 
time, other industries used press agents to "en-
deavor to keep the name and business of their 
employers continually in the public eye."56 
Baseball owners, on the other hand, received 
publicity without trying. With the creation of 
their new league, the NL magnates learned that 
as long as they controlled the top player talent 
they could influence media coverage.  

Creation of the First Players’ Union: The Brother-
hood. With the best players in its ranks, news-
paper coverage and the fan base followed the 
National League. The NL marginalized its com-
petition–the NAPBP never survived the NL 
coup and collapsed in 1876–and brought a more 
centralized organization to the game. Yet, the 
new league initially failed to achieve stability or 
profits for its members. At the end of the 1876 
season only Hulbert’s Chicago club showed a 
profit, and all eight clubs showed losses in the 
1877 season.57 For the remainder of the 1870s 
the league faced several problems such as lag-
ging profits, players gambling on games, and 
teams failing to play a full schedule. In response, 
the owners awarded themselves in 1879 the right 
to "reserve" players as long as they desired; this 
reserve rule prevented players from moving to a 
new club in search of higher pay.58  By 1883, NL 
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owners applied the reserve system to most 
player contracts, and by 1885 the owners agreed 
to a $2,000 a year maximum player salary.59  

In addition to these new rules, the favorable 
national economic and social climate and 
increasing newspaper coverage helped the game 
prosper. After the Civil War, improved transit 
and communications systems and an explosion 
in manufacturing capacity resulted in compete-
tive selling in an economy of abundance.60 With 
economic prosperity came an increase in popu-
lar culture and leisure activities.61 As people 
began participating in and watching leisure 
activities such as baseball, newspaper coverage 
of that pastime increased, which, in turn, gen-
erated interest in the paper.  

While competition for audience influenced 
newspaper coverage of baseball, competition 
among newspapers helped impact baseball 
coverage as well. In 1880, one-third of all dailies 
took the Associated Press news report.62 As a 
result, many papers contained the same news 
stories. In the drive to gain a news advantage 
over competitors, many editors turned to local 
and specialized news and special columns. This 
kind of reporting required larger staffs, which 
were then departmentalized into special sections 
such as foreign, city, financial, women and 
sports. Some reporters were placed on the 
sports beat and covered baseball because the 
thinking was that the sport instilled civic pride. 
The New York Times editorialized that despite 
the protestations of some, the furor over the 
game had some merit: "We hold that anything 
whatsoever that can excite the local pride of 
New York is so far a good thing." The editorial 
went on to argue that although the Times wish-
ed the local citizenry would get as excited about 
ridding the city of crime and garbage, New York 
City was so big and impersonal it needed the 
communal spirit of baseball.63  

By the 1880s, many daily newspaper editors 
recognized the interest in baseball, allocating a 
full page to sports with a focus on baseball. 
Charles Dana of the New York Sun and Joseph 
Pulitzer of the New York World pioneered the 
creation of entire sports departments. By the 
1890s, most newspapers in America had created 
a sports staff and it was during this time that 

sportswriting began to develop as a full-time job 
on the nation’s newspapers.64  

In addition to the dailies, sporting weeklies 
that developed in the 1880s such as The Sporting 
News and Sporting Life expanded coverage of the 
game. In 1884, after only one year of existence, 
Sporting Life boasted twenty thousand readers, 
and within three years the circulation rose to 
forty thousand. By 1887, The Sporting News 
claimed sixty thousand readers. This availability 
of sports coverage meant that even those who 
could not attend baseball games could follow 
the sport.65  

The 1880s were a time of growth for not 
only newspapers and professional baseball but 
for most American business. The decade also 
was a time of business arrogance. Railroad 
magnate E. H. Harriman boasted, "I don’t want 
anything on this railroad that I cannot control." 
Merchant Marshall Field made six hundred 
dollars an hour each day while his clerks earned 
a maximum of twelve dollars a week for a sixty-
hour week.66 As some urban workers organized 
themselves to deal with this corporate system, so 
too did NL players form a union, the 
Brotherhood of Professional Base Ball Players, 
in 1885 to com-bat increasing baseball owner 
power.67 Although the Brotherhood’s leader, 
John M. Ward, declined to affiliate the union 
with the Knights of Labor, the foremost labor 
organization in the 1880s, the spirit of the 
Brother-hood was akin to the Knights whose 
motto was, "An injury to one is a concern to 
all."68  

The owners initially refused to recognize the 
new union. Yet, after media pressure forced the 
owners to meet with the Brotherhood, they gave 
ground on a range of issues, abandoning the two 
thousand-dollar salary ceiling introduced in 
1885, for instance. This success helped the Bro-
therhood grow to more than one hundred 
members with a separate chapter in each NL 
city by 1887.69  
 
THE BROTHERHOOD WAR  

The Inception of the Players’ League. The owners, 
however, refused to totally acquiesce to the 
players. In 1889, they enacted the "Classification 
Rule," which gave the owners the power to 
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determine players’ salaries according to their 
play on the field and their behavior off the field; 
that is, they penalized the players for public 
drunkenness.70  

The animosity between the players and 
owners festered and eventually came to a head 
when, after being sold by the Detroit owner to 
the Pittsburgh team, players Deacon White and 
Jack Rowe refused to show in their new city. A 
defiant White said, "No one can sell my carcass 
unless I get at least half." The owners blacklisted 
the pair ? every player who competed against or 
with White and Rowe would be faced with ex-
pulsion from the league. This treatment infuri-
ated the players’ Brotherhood companions, ma-
ny of whom suggested a strike to protest. Ward 
counseled White and Rowe to go to Pittsburgh, 
for he had other ideas besides a strike.71  

Ward unveiled his response at a Brother-
hood meeting on 14 July 1889. Ward suggested 
the players leave the NL and start their own 
cooperative league, with every player having a 
share of the profits and a voice in how the 
league operated. The players agreed that a repre-
sentative from each Brotherhood chapter would 
"look up the feasibility of securing capital in his 
own city, and report at an early date." The play-
ers quickly found backers "willing to advance 
money to start a new league and upon terms 
most liberal to the players."72  

With the support of these backers the play-
ers formed an organization, called the Players’ 
League (PL), with seven clubs in cities with Na-
tional League teams (Boston, New York, Brook-
lyn, Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, Cleveland and 
Chicago), plus Buffalo. This league was a 
throwback to baseball’s early days, when player-
managers ran the clubs in a democratic fashion. 
In this new league, players would share in the 
administration of the game for the first time 
since the NL’s formation. A sixteen-person 
senate comprised of two people from each 
club–one chosen by players and one by backers–
would govern the PL. An eight-man board (four 
players and four non-player "contributors") 
would run each club and select officers. Players 
would also reap financial rewards from this new 
organization. If the club generated profits the 
first $10,000 would go to the backers, the next 

$10,000 to the players, and any additional profits 
would be distributed equally between the two. 
And in a move that particularly angered NL 
owners, the Players’ League abolished the 
reserve clause and gave players three-year con-
tracts. As a result of these measures, many of 
the NL’s star players left the league to 
participate in the new venture.73 Of 124 men 
who appeared in ten or more games for the PL, 
eighty-one were former NL players.74  

Battle in the Press. The Brotherhood took the 
war public when it released a "card to the 
public" to garner fan support for their new ven-
ture. In this address to the fans, they argued that 
they could no longer play for men who "have 
come into the business for no other motive than 
to exploit it for every dollar in sight."75  

Henry Chadwick, who had argued against 
the league when formed but now received a 
stipend from the NL for editing Spalding’s Guide, 
fired the first salvo for the owners. The writer 
noted that the existing NL product was what the 
public wanted. "The public likes good base ball. 
Close and exciting games, full of exciting plays, 
heavy batting, sharp fielding and good base run-
ning," wrote Chadwick. Then, he argued against 
the possibility of the Players’ League providing 
this product. "None of these features can be had 
without team work, and team work cannot be 
had without trained players who have banded 
together for more than one season. The reserve 
rule made good team work possible. Without it 
there never would have been so many good 
clubs, and without it base ball would never have 
risen to its present standard and popularity."76  

The players responded to these charges in 
their league guide, reiterating the National 
League’s disregard for the interests of its players, 
and the inequity of the reserve rule and the 
"odious classification law." Ward also took a 
stab at the NL owners’ desire to be known as 
civic-minded sportsmen when he described the 
PL backers as joining the cause "out of love for 
the sport and a desire to see it placed on a plane 
above that upon which it was being operated."77  

On November 30, the owners answered the 
playersí charges with their own "address to the 
public." The address stated that the NL "has no 
apology to make for its existence or for its 
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untarnished record of fourteen years" because it 
"rescued the National Game from destruction 
threatened by the dishonesty and dissipation of 
the players." The owners argued that they gained 
little in serving as the ethical wardens of 
baseball, while, thanks to the reserve rule, the 
"salaries of players have more then trebled" 
since the National League’s inception. The 
owners asked the public to reject the "overpaid 
players" who wanted to "again control [baseball] 
for their own aggrandizement, but to [the 
game’s] ultimate dishonor and disintegration."78  

The New York Clipper published the play-
ers’ responses alongside the NL statement. One 
player said, "If the poor League magnates are 
making such a puny profit, why are they making 
such desperate efforts to continue at the game?" 
The Brotherhood leadership argued, "If 
anything further were necessary to show the 
desperate state of mind into which the old 
League magnates have fallen, this last appeal to 
the public has furnished it."79  

The owners resented the Clipper for pre-
senting both sides, but they were even more 
upset about the "prejudiced abuse of the Na-
tional League" seen in other papers. The owners 
particularly disliked The Sporting News and Sporting 
Life because the two openly endorsed the Play-
ers’ League. The Sporting News publishers re-
membered that Spalding had denied St. Louis a 
franchise in the NL earlier in the 1880s because 
he felt the city’s immigrant population drank too 
much and did not behave properly. When the 
Players’ League arrived, the publishers reveled in 
the prospect of new competition conquering 
Spalding, noting, "Of all the boobies in the base 
ball world he [Spalding] is the biggest."80 The 
Sporting Life editor was more cautious. He 
sympathized with the players’ desire to be treat-
ed as more than "mere machines" but refused to 
denigrate Spalding and the NL as The Sporting 
News did. Yet both journals opened their pages 
to PL spokesmen and answered NL owner 
charges against the new venture.81 When the NL 
owners claimed many of the players had second 
thoughts about the new league, The Sporting News 
editor interviewed more than fifty players "with 
a view to finding the truth." He concluded that 
support for the Players’ League was "firm as a 

rock." One player said, "I am with the gang, my 
boy. I have signed a Brotherhood contract." 
Another added, "My motto is no surrender."82  

Spalding and the NL owners refused to wait 
for words in the press to decide the outcome 
and worked to proactively break the unionís 
league. After attempts to sign (or resign) the 
new leagueís star players had failed to stop the 
rebel circuit, the NL owners took the union to 
court. Victories for the players in New York 
State courts in January and March 1890 paved 
the way for the new player-run league to 
proceed.83  

Things looked good for the PL, but Spalding 
was a fearsome adversary. He had assumed un-
official leadership of the owners when William 
Hulbert died in 1882, and, as a reward for his 
support, Spalding’s sporting goods company 
monopolized the National League’s supply of 
baseballs and other equipment. With this domi-
nation, Spalding had built the nation’s largest 
sporting-goods empire with offices in twenty-
five American cities and many countries of the 
world, providing Spalding the financial where-
withal to withstand losses on his baseball team.84  

Although Spalding could withstand short-
term fiscal losses, he and the other owners need-
ed to win the Brotherhood War not only for 
long-term financial reasons, but also due to 
ideological reasons. The Players’ League was not 
a commercial competitor with which the NL 
could eventually form an alliance. The National 
League had negotiated a settlement with its 
largest competitor since its inception, the Ameri-
can Association of Base Ball Clubs (AA), in 
1883 to prevent NL players from jumping to the 
rival league, but also because the NL owners 
could understand and support the owner-centric 
organizational structure of the AA. On the other 
hand, the Players’ League, run by players and 
not entrepreneurs, challenged the legitimacy of 
the owners’ claim that the game needed them to 
manage it.85  

Thus, the owners formed a "war commit-
tee," headed by Spalding, who vowed that the 
battle with the Brotherhood would be a "fight to 
the death."86 In preparing for this fight, the NL 
owners bonded each franchise for $25,000, 
raised the visitor’s share of gate receipts from 
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twenty-five to forty percent, and compiled a 
$250,000 war chest to bribe PL stars to return.87  

At the same time, Spalding knew the battle 
with the players would be fought in the news-
papers. "In place of powder and shell," he ex-
plained, "printers’ ink and bluff formed the 
ammunition used by both sides." Spalding start-
ed a new weekly, The New York Sporting Times 
and installed sportswriter O.P. Caylor as its 
head. Caylor noted that the Brotherhood players 
were "living it up" with the security of long-term 
contracts provided by the new league.88 Henry 
Chadwick went even further, decrying the 
Brotherhood as a "secret terrorist organization" 
that had forced many unwilling players into 
joining the new league. He declared the "Mani-
festo" a "revolutionary pronunciamento," and 
accused the Brotherhood men guilty of secrecy 
and ingratitude. In the same article, Chadwick 
gave evidence purporting to show that under the 
reserve clause, nearly every player had seen his 
salary increase every year, including those who 
were sold.89 Journalist Harry C. Palmer also 
sided with the NL. Why should the players 
complain, asked Palmer, when they are engaged 
in a "business that is really a pastime and 
unquestionably a pleasure?"90  

 
ATTENDANCE  

Despite all the rhetoric, fan attendance was 
the only precise measure to determine who was 
winning the war. In their determination to "fight 
to the death," according to Spalding, the owners 
scheduled their games opposite the Brotherhood 
games.91 This proved costly, as fans preferred 
the new league with its star players more than 
the more established National League. In 
covering the Players’ League’s first game, the 
New York World reported that twenty thousand 
fans watched the game, with another ten thou-
sand turned away at the gate. In contrast, the 
"National League club drew 3,500, and possibly 
1,500 of these went only after seeing it was im-
possible to get admittance to the Brotherhood 
Park."92  

The owners first tried to combat their losses 
at the gate by stressing how much the war was 
hurting the game. Spalding told one newspaper 
that the preoccupation of the fans with the bat-

tle between leagues would hurt allegiance to the 
game itself. He noted that before the advent of 
the Players’ League, "men took a personal pride 
in the team of their city if that team played 
winning games," but that in 1890, when two 
clubs were vying for attention, the fan "does not 
know how or where [his team] stands, or 
whether he ought to be glad and rejoice or feel 
blue, and the consequence is that he becomes 
disgusted with the whole proceeding." Spalding 
observed that the fan more interested in the 
outcome of the struggle than in the game itself 
could discern the attendance figures in the 
paper, without ever going to the games. He 
closed his comments with a forecast that "in-
terest in base ball will soon die out. I regret to 
say it, but I am convinced that it is the case."93 
Players’ League officials dismissed Spalding’s 
comments as an attempt to make the PL look 
bad, with one official stating, "The Players’ Lea-
gue is more than satisfied with the outlook."94  

Before the season was half over, the national 
press was begging for an end to the struggle. 
"To carry on the war is only proving financially 
disastrous," declared The Sporting News editor. 
"With conflicting dates all over the country the 
crowds to one or the other must be diminished 
as the season progresses. Have not the rival 
forces had enough of the losing fight to change 
their dates and avoid any further trouble?"95  

Yet, the battle for fans in the press contin-
ued. After PL spokespeople, and perhaps the 
fans, ignored Spalding’s warnings about the state 
of the game, supposedly impartial sportswriter 
Henry Chadwick entered the fray. Chadwick 
described a day in New York City in which the 
six Players’ League games he saw "did not at-
tract as many people as a single [National Lea-
gue] game did last June in the League arena." As 
for the attendance figures that demonstrated the 
Players’ League superiority in attracting fans, 
Chadwick noted the numbers came "from the 
New York World, the Brotherhood organ of the 
city." He reasoned that he could determine more 
accurate attendance figures from personal 
observation and added, "Another thing showing 
the great falling off in most of these league 
games is that of the absence of the record fig-
ures in saloons and on the newspaper bulletins." 
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Even if the Players’ League drew more fans, 
Chadwick noted that the type of PL fan re-
flected poorly on the new league. "On my visit 
to the Polo Grounds to see the New York-
Brooklyn games, I was forcibly struck by . . . the 
difference between the character of the crowd 
which was present in the grand stand of the 
Polo Grounds and that of the people who last 
year thronged to the old games."96  

Considering the low attendance figures (des-
pite other reports of the new league’s success in 
this area) and the quality of the fan base, Chad-
wick reasoned, "The experience of the first three 
months of the professional campaign of 1890 
has plainly developed the fallacy of the co-
operative system of players and capitalists jointly 
running a professional organization successful-
ly." Chadwick reinforced one of the NL owners’ 
key messages when he wrote, "A baseball pro-
fesssional club can only be successfully managed 
when run on business principles, and the Bro-
therhood plan is in direct opposition to anything 
of the kind."97 It is difficult to assess fan reaction 
to Chadwick’s commentary, but the buying 
public seemed to prefer the Players’ League 
since most of the best players participated in 
that league.  

In an effort to combat flagging gate receipts, 
the National League owners lied about attend-
ance. Spalding wrote about one incident that 
illustrated this tactic:  

I recall being present one day at Chicago 
when the attendance was particularly light. 
At the close of the contest I was talking to 
[club] Secretary Brown, when a reporter 
came up, asking: "What’s the attendance?" 
Without a moment’s hesitation the official 
replied "Twenty-four eighteen." As the 
scribe passed out of hearing, I inquired, 
"Brown, how do you reconcile your consci-
ence to such a statement?" "Why," he an-
swered, "Don’t you see? There were twenty-
four on one side and eighteen on the other. 
If he reports twenty-four hundred and 
eighteen, that’s a matter for his conscience, 
not mine."98 

 
 Even with the losses at the gate, Spalding con-
tinued to predict "but one outcome of this fight, 

and that is victory for the League."99 The Play-
ers’ League also postured in the press to put on 
a good front for the public. In short, the public 
was unable to tell just which league held the 
upper hand based on leadership comments. De-
pending on the newspaper one read, it was pos-
sible to perceive that the "public [continued] to 
favor the National League."100  

Behind the scenes, however, the NL owners 
were more frantic in their attempts to increase 
attendance than Spalding would have the public 
believe. For instance, according to The Sporting 
Life, Spalding’s NL Chicago team left tickets to 
games–"as free as air"–in barbershops and 
saloons.101 When the Players’ League still out-
drew the NL, Spalding tried a different ap-
proach. He stationed "inspectors" at Brother-
hood games to incorrectly count the crowds, 
then paid a syndicated Chicago reporter to pro-
mote the lower-than-actual, "faked attend-ance 
at Brotherhood games." Spalding noted his ruse 
hurt the "integrity" of the Brotherhood’s re-
ports, placing the players on the "defensive."102  

The sporting press took the NL-supplied 
Brotherhood attendance figures as accurate until 
August when a Sporting Life reporter discov-
ered that the "inspectors" worked for Spalding. 
The writer confronted Spalding, who admitted, 
"We have done some lying ourselves, but no-
where near as strong as the other fellows." The 
Sporting Life writer then exposed that one Na-
tional League team calculated attendance by first 
learning how many people attended the neigh-
boring Brotherhood game, then inventing a 
larger figure.103 After these discoveries the sport-
ing press refused to repeat the NL numbers, but 
the damage had been done. As Spalding explain-
ed later, "attention was diverted from the piti-
fully small number of [NL] patrons."104  

Though attendance figures from 1890 are 
unreliable, the Players’ League seemed to out-
draw the National League throughout the seas-
on. One estimate found the final attendance to 
be 913,000 (PL) to 853,000 (NL)--thus making 
Spalding’s strategy of discrediting this discrep-
ancy even more important to the NL’s fight.105  

Ways to influence press, players. Fabricating at-
tendance numbers was only one example of the 
NL owners’ approach to the media. The Sporting 
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News discovered that the Cincinnati NL owner 
bribed local newspaper reporters. "These are the 
same fellows who laughed last fall at the sug-
gestion of a Brotherhood," a News writer said. 
"Well, you cannot blame them. They are paid to 
laugh the way they are laughing now just as they 
were paid to laugh anti-Brotherhood last fall."106  

The baseball owners also used the import-
ance of advertising revenue to the newspaper 
industry to attempt to pressure editorial content. 
For instance, one magnate tried to convince 
businesses to stop advertising in The Sporting 
News, due to that publication’s pro-labor stance. 
The editor replied that he was "supreme in his 
position." The owner’s campaign, rather than 
discouraging advertisers, "created sympathy" for 
the Sporting News, and in the following month 
the paper’s advertising revenue increased.107  

The NL owners tried the same bullying and 
bribing tactics on the players. The owners devis-
ed a scheme to discredit the players in which 
they would write a letter to the press under star 
player William "Buck" Ewing’s signature stating 
that he realized the Players’ League would fail. 
The scheme fell through when Ewing backed 
out because other PL players refused to join 
him. In another example, Spalding offered PL 
player Mike Kelly ten thousand dollars to rejoin 
the NL, but Kelly refused.108  
 
RESOLUTION  

The longer the 1890 season went on, the 
worse the situation seemed for the NL. With the 
buying public favoring the Players’ League, NL 
revenues fell. For instance, in 1889 the New 
York Giants had netted $45,000 in profits, but 
the 1890 war caused such financial distress for 
the team that the other NL owners paid the 
Giants’ owner $80,000 to keep him from selling 
his team to PL backers.109  

The Brotherhood War also hurt the financial 
status of the PL teams. Construction contractors 
placed a lien for $5,000 on labor leader John 
Ward’s ball field, Eastern Park, to protect an un-
paid balance due them since March.110 Within a 
week of the first lien, four other contractors also 
obtained liens totaling over $10,000. On August 
29, during the season and with Ward’s team in 
first place, the firm of James Riley and Sons be-

gan foreclosure proceedings on Eastern Park.111  
Notwithstanding these setbacks, the Players' 

League made major two moves in the last days 
of the 1890 season that seemed to ensure their 
longevity. Soon after news leaked out of Phila-
delphia that the Athletics of the AA were 
bankrupt, and that players had not been paid for 
six weeks, prominent shareholders in the Phila-
delphia PL club bought the struggling NL fran-
chise, with an eye toward consolidating both 
organizations in 1891.112 Even more significant, 
the National League Cincinnati owners sold 
their franchise to a group of Players’ League 
investors for $48,000.113 The purchase served to 
strengthen the Players’ League, as Cincinnati 
was a noted baseball town that traditionally drew 
large crowds. Furthermore, by buying a National 
League club in the midst of the season, the PL 
gained stature.  

At this point, October 1890, the players held 
a dominant position. In less than one year from 
its first public declaration the Players’ League 
had built eight stadiums, signed the leading play-
ers of the day, won court decisions invalidating 
NL contracts with players, and outdrew the old-
er, more established National League. Yet, even 
the publications that supported the players cal-
led for a truce in the war. "The trend of public 
opinion plainly tells the baseball magnates that 
some means must be devised in the coming 
Winter to bring the present strife to an end," The 
Sporting News editor noted. "The war has done 
baseball no good, and it would be ridiculous to 
continue it."114 The publications supporting the 
NL owners concurred. A writer for The Brooklyn 
Eagle observed that in that borough, "the game 
has certainly lost much of its former popularity. 
The people seem to have had a surfeit and to be 
disposed to take a rest."115 Fans did seem to be 
turned off by the war, as combined PL, NL and 
American Association attendance in 1890 was 
less than the combined NL and AA 1889 
attendance.116  

Despite calls for a truce for the good of the 
game, publications such as The Sporting News as-
sumed that the eventual compromise would 
include the Players’ League, noting, "With all 
due respect, the Players’ League is a pretty 
healthy Yearling." Still, The Sporting News editor 
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maintained that the new league must either 
compromise with the NL or go broke.117 The 
Players’ League backers agreed. Worried over 
mounting losses, the financial backers of the PL 
team in New York met with Albert Spalding in 
October 1890 to discuss a compromise. Financi-
ally, both leagues had lost money, with estimated 
losses in the National League ranging anywhere 
between $300,000 and $500,000,118 while the PL 
had a total deficit of $340,000 in 1890, with 
$215,000 spent on plants and equipment, leaving 
operational losses of $125,000.119  

When Spalding asked how the Players’ 
League stood financially, the PL representatives 
disclosed their losses for the season. Sensing an 
opportunity, Spalding kept quiet about the NL’s 
fiscal woes.120 The PL backers, new to the busi-
ness of baseball, believed only they had lost mo-
ney. They had expected profits of $20,000; when 
they missed this figure they immediately wanted 
to salvage their investment and began negotia-
tions with Spalding and the NL owners.121  

"We had been playing two games all 
through–Base Ball and bluff," according to 
Spalding. "I informed the bearers of the truce 
that “unconditional surrender” was the only 
possible solution. “To my surprise, the terms 
were greedily accepted." Considering the 
months of negotiations between the NL owners 
and the Players’ League backers that followed 
this initial meeting, it is doubtful that the players 
financiers "greedily accepted" NL terms as 
Spalding suggested; however, the die had been 
cast in favor of Spalding and the NL.122  

After months of negotiations, the war ended 
in favor of the NL owners. Many PL teams 
merged with their NL counterparts. The Players’ 
League officially dissolved and all its players re-
turned to the NL clubs for which they originally 
played. The NL owners instituted major salary 
reductions, as much as 50 percent in some cases 
and eliminated salary advances.123  

With this loss, the publications formerly in 
support of the Players’ League suddenly began 
to champion the NL owners. The Sporting Life 
editor wrote that "the gentlemen who endeavor 
to run the Players’ League and who possibly 
flattered themselves that in one short year they 
had mastered not only the art of base ball man-

agement but all the labrinthy and intricacies of 
base ball politics and diplomacy, may to-day 
have a less exalted opinion of their own abilities. 
It is also more than possible that they entertain a 
greater respect than ever before for the old Na-
tional League."124 The sporting press had been 
tamed.  
 
LESSONS LEARNED  

As the NL owners already knew and the 
players discovered during the 1890 Brotherhood 
War, "baseball is a business, not simply a 
sport."125 The war solidified how this business/ 
sport would be promoted. The war, according to 
Spalding, accomplished two things: It "establish-
ed the absolute integrity of professional Base 
Ball, for in such a fierce conflict, if there had 
been any previous connivance for the selling of 
games, it would certainly have come to the sur-
face during those strenuous times." This buttres-
sed the owners’ first precept that baseball was an 
American, that is, clean and admirable sport. It 
also "settled forever the theory that professional 
ball players can at the same time direct both the 
business and the playing ends of the game." This 
reinforced the owners’ second precept that they 
were essential to the game’s administration.126  

To promote this image, the NL owners 
learned to present consistent messages–such as 
the ownership system is necessary to the game’s 
maintenance–to the public through the press. 
And, if some publications would not support 
these messages, then the owners learned to 
bribe, threaten, or lie to the reporters, or simply 
start their own house organs to ensure the desir-
ed message would reach the baseball-consuming 
public.  

Several reasons may explain why the NL 
owners did not hire press agents or develop 
publicity departments to ensure favorable press 
scrutiny. The size of the administrative structure 
was one factor. In 1890, baseball teams typically 
had a small administrative staff, with the owners 
and perhaps a business secretary available to 
speak to the press. In short, Spalding, for in-
stance, could and would often speak directly to a 
reporter. In addition, the entertainment nature 
of the industry played a role in how the owners 
related to the press. Sportswriters were going to 
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cover baseball even without press agents trying 
to entice them to do so. Thus, owners in this era 
did not see the need to add someone to an 
already small staff to guarantee something they 
were already receiving.  

But, generating press coverage was only one 
part of the press agent’s job. Another facet in-
volved making sure the coverage was positive. 
The owners did not need help in this area either, 
until the 1890 Brotherhood War. During the 
Gilded Age, press offices had appeared in a few 
other organizations, such as railroads and utili-
ties, but the NL owners opted to handle their 
own press relations. The owners followed 
Spalding’s lead throughout the Brotherhood 
War. Spalding’s desire for complete control over 
the game, including its players and its image, 
shaped his attitude toward media relations. He 
refused to relinquish control over that part of 
the game’s business operations, maintaining au-
thority over how the game was presented to 
both the press and the public. As one economist 
noted, in the nineteenth century, the "corpora-
tion was the instrument of the owners and a 
projection of their personalities."127 Thus, base-
ball was presented as Spalding wanted it to be, 
as a game that exemplified American ideals and 
was best managed by owners such as him.  

According to one historian, the motives for 
introducing the public relations function into a 
corporation are just as important as the 
outcomes.128 Although companies and practi-
tioners often describe the motive for using pub-
lic relations to disseminate messages as the 
industry’s right in the Miltonian notion of the 
marketplace of ideas, a more authentic intention 
may be market control of ideas. Spalding seem-
ed to desire control over how the game of base-
ball was perceived, which may partially explain 
why he did not institute a publicity department 
for Major League Baseball.  

Spalding understood the importance of the 
media, saying, "good, liberal roasts in news-
papers of wide circulation are much more 
effective than fulsome praise."129 Spalding and 
the other owners seemed to understand the 
power of public opinion and the importance of 
the newspaper to communicate with the public. 
Yet, this does not mean that Spalding would 

take "roasts in newspapers" without retribution 
or without a strategy for disseminating his own 
messages. Spalding summarized the owners’ atti-
tude toward the media when he noted that if 
anyone on "either side should now appear laying 
claim to the lonesome honor of telling the truth 
in those days, I could convict him of having 
been guilty of disobeying ‘general orders.’”130 
Although Spalding respected the mass media in 
terms of its ability to spread messages, he want-
ed to maintain control over the messages it 
broadcast.  

While the owners learned during the NL’s 
creation that baseball writers had to write 
favorably about their operation as long as they 
fielded the best product, the Brotherhood War 
cemented this lesson. Journalists for the Sporting 
Life and The Sporting News wrote negative articles 
about the NL during the Brotherhood War, but 
they began to cover the league favorably when 
opposition died. One historian noted that during 
the Gilded Age, Standard Oil officials began to 
show more appreciation of the power of the 
press and attempted to utilize it.131 Similarly, 
many baseball owners appreciated the power of 
the press, but, as opposed to other industries, 
they discovered that they could treat the press as 
they willed as long as they controlled the busi-
ness of the nation’s favorite sport.  

 
CONCLUSION  

Not every organization responded to press 
attacks by hiring press agents or starting press 
offices. During the Gilded Age, Standard Oil 
Company management purchased news cover-
age to defend the company from strong news-
paper attacks. As one historian noted, "When 
the policies of prominent newspapers conflicted 
or threatened to conflict with those of Standard 
Oil, either top managers or their friends tried to 
learn the facts and to persuade editors and 
owners to adopt a more reasonable course."132 
In the same period, both Mutual and Equitable 
life insurance companies paid a correspondent 
for several New York, Boston, and Washington 
newspapers more than two thousand dollars a 
year to suppress unfavorable articles.133 On a 
political note, the Tweed political Ring had 89 
newspapers on the payroll.134  
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As these incidents show, using press agents 
to ensure favorable newspaper coverage was not 
the only option for monopolies under press 
attack. Other alternatives included policy chang-
es. Theodore Newton Vail, president of AT&T, 
demonstrated how changes such as raising 
business phone rates while lowering general 
public phone rates, employing female operators, 
and telling executives to see through the public’s 
eyes could impact profits. He also understood 
the value of publicity, instituting an internal 
communications campaign and requiring the 
corporate public relations department to keep its 
collective "ear to the ground." Yet, Vail also 
used advertising revenue to place stories.135 To 
counter adverse media attention, management 
used a variety of business tactics and strate-
gies.136  

Conventional wisdom regarding public rela-
tions history seems to suggest that the field de-
veloped as a direct result of businesses during 
the late nineteenth/early twentieth century 
period–especially monopolies such as railroads 
and utilities–developing publicity departments 
or hiring press agents to deal with unfavorable 
press coverage. Yet, according to one historian, 
businesses had been attacked before the Pro-
gressive Era began, public relations continued 
after muckraking ended, and non-business 
organizations such as churches and universities 
experimented with press offices even though 
they were not subjected to muckraking expos-
és.137 Only by studying more examples of public 
relations and its antecedents can the field better 
explain when and why organizations and indus-
tries began to use public relations.  

This article was not about public relations in 
the sense that it did not deal with a public rela-
tions or even a publicity department. Yet, asses-
sing how management in one nineteenth-cen-
tury industry addressed its problems, including 
negative press coverage, did provide a new in-

sight into the rationale for the development of 
public relations. This insight was the influence 
of leadership. Even with the start of bureau-
cratic approach to business, individual entrepre-
neurs did not disappear. Historians should con-
sider the influence strong leadership had on the 
evolution of public relations in other industries 
to determine if this factor was indigenous to 
MLB. Studying MLB also demonstrated how the 
nature of the industry–the sport was both a 
corporate enterprise and a form of entertain-
ment that became an integral part of American 
culture–hindered the growth of public relations 
and impacted how the function developed. His-
torians should consider how the makeup of the 
industries and organizations–that is, the type of 
product or service produced, and public percep-
tion of the industry–they study might impact the 
development and ongoing use of public rela-
tions.  

Also, studying one industry from its 
antecedents to the implementation of a press 
office may enlighten. The National League start-
ed its first press office in 1922, MLB hired its 
first public relations agent in 1931, and the 
industry developed a public relations office in 
1966. What happened in the industry and in its 
environment to cause major league baseball to 
undertake these actions? What factors spurred 
these developments? Why did bribing reporters 
and starting their own publications cease to be 
viable options for baseball executives? Answer-
ing these questions–studying how an industry 
moved from handling its own relations to hiring 
professionals to communicate for them–may 
provide insights into how the public relations 
field gained, and could continue to gain, credi-
bility in the business world and in society at 
large. In sum, studying public relations history 
may inform its professionals on the present state 
of the field by providing knowledge of how the 
present came to be.  
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