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A Note on the Early History of Baseball

Melvin L. Adelman*

On June 19, 1846, the Knickerbocker Base Ball Club of New York and the
New York Club met at Elysian Fields in Hoboken, New Jersey and played
what has been commonly accepted as the first baseball contest between two
teams.1 Historians of the sport have long recognized the Knickerbocker’s con-
tributions to the early history of baseball. The formation of the club in 1845
marked the beginning of organized baseball and for more than a decade it
served as the organizational model for the numerous teams that emerged in the
New York metropolitan area. Equally important, the Knickerbockers estab-
lished the basic pattern and rules of baseball.2

Little is known, however, about the New York Club except that they crushed
the Knickerbockers 23 to 1 in their contest and then disappeared from the
baseball scene. In 1861, Henry Chadwick, the leading sportswriter of the
nineteenth century, maintained that the New Yorkers actually predated the
Knickerbockers, although he felt that the latter club deserved “the honor of
being the pioneer club of the present game of Base Ball.” A century later,
Harold Seymour articulated a similar theme in his scholarly study of the his-
tory of baseball. He noted that the New Yorkers were probably in existence
prior to the Knickerbockers, but the club was only “half-organized” and they
did not last more than a season.3 Their one-sided victory does indicate that
they were not novices at the game and Duncan F. Curry, the first president of
the Knickerbockers, claimed that several members of the New York Club
were experienced cricketers.4

Harold Peterson recently attempted to throw new light on the New York Club.
He asserted that the men who would later comprise the New York and Knick-
erbocker Clubs had played baseball for several years in Manhattan on an in-
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formal and unorganized basis as one group. In 1845, one contingent decided
to establish the Knickerbockers as a permanent club and rented a playing area
at Elysian Fields. Other ballplayers found the Hoboken ballfield inconvenient
and decided to remain in New York where they continued to play the game on
an informal basis. They adopted the name the New York Club for their contest
with the Knickerbockers only as a means of differentiating themselves from
their former compatriots. The disappearance of the New York Club was also
no mystery, as many of the ballplayers rejoined the Knickerbockers following
the 1846 contest.5 Peterson’s thesis appears contradictory. If the New Yorkers
found Hoboken inconvenient in 1845, why did they rejoin the Knickerbockers
there just a year later?

Several references late in 1845 to the New York Club in the New York Herald,
unnoticed by earlier historians, provide new insight into this club and the
early history of baseball. These notices preceded by eight years what has been
accepted as the first newspaper references to baseball.6

On October 21st, the Herald reported that a baseball contest would be played
between the New York Club and a team known as the Brooklyn Club at Ely-
sian Fields. This contest precedes by eight months what has been accepted as
the date of the first baseball game. The newspaper did not report the outcome
of this contest, but four days later it noted that the New Yorkers defeated the
Brooklyn Club in a rematch, 37 to 19. Since the published box score of the
game listed only eight players on each squad, one might surmise that they
were not playing by the rules recently devised by the Knickerbockers.7 The
fact that the New Yorkers played at Elysian Fields and knew the Knickerbock-
ers suggest that they were familiar with their rules. The reason for only eight
players, in all likelihood, was that one team showed up with a player short.

Baseball historians have never taken note of the Brooklyn team, but their
identity is not a mystery. The members of the Brooklyn Club came from parti-
cipants on the Union Star Cricket Club of that city. Over half the names of the
Brooklyn team corresponded with those that appeared in the box scores of the
Union Star’s contests.8 Moreover, the rematch was held on the grounds of this
cricket club. Finally, the Stars, along with the Knickerbockers, were present
at the New York Club’s anniversary dinner.9 While Brooklyn and Union Stars
had overlapping membership, my suspicion is that they were not one and the
same. In fact, I suspect that the Brooklyn Club did not have any formal organ-
izational structure. Rather, they were comprised mainly of members of the
cricket club who used the cricket grounds to play baseball as a break from
their usual ballgame.

In a more revealing statement, the Herald reported on November 11th that the
New Yorkers gathered on their grounds atElysian Fields to mark their second
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anniversary with an intersquad game (this time with nine men on each side)
and a post game dinner.10 It can be said, consequently, that the New Yorkers
had been meeting regularly since 1843. But were they an organized team?
Since they probably paid a rental fee for their grounds at Elysian Fields sug-
gests they had some degree of organization, although, in all likelihood, it was
not to the same extent as the Knickerbockers with their formal constitution.11

The presence of both clubs in Hoboken and the fact that the New Yorkers
were in existence since 1843 makes it dubious that they were once one team.
Rather, the two squads met at the New Jersey ballfield and decided after 1846
to pool their resources.12

New York Herald
Oct. 25, 1845

pg.3 col. 2

The statements in the Herald confirms that the New York Club predated the
Knickerbockers. This does not undermine the view of Chadwick and other
writers that the Knickerbockers were baseball’s pioneer club. The evidence
does lead, however, to two significant questions concerning the Knickerbock-
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ers. First, why did eight years pass before the press took note of baseball
again? Similarly, why didn’t the Knickerbockers write to the press about their
baseball activity? Many sporting groups informed the New York based sport-
ing journal, the Spirit of the Times, of their formation and activities. Second,
writers have assumed that the Knickerbockers waited five years before enter-
ing into another baseball contest because no other baseball clubs were orga-
nized during this period. Since the references illustrate that several cricketers
in New York played baseball, one wonders why the Knickerbockers did not
engage the members of the city’s cricket clubs in a “friendly” game of base-
ball. The answers to these important questions, which I discuss elsewhere,
provide a clearer understanding of the Knickerbockers and the early history of
baseball.13
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8. For the box scores of the Union Star Cricket Club, see Spirit of the Times 14 (Oct. 12, 1844); 385, 16 (Oct.
3, 1846): 375; and Herald 5 Aug., 8 Nov. 1845.

9. Herald 11 Nov. 1845.

10. Herald 11 Nov. 1845.

11. In 1865, Alexander J. Cartwright, Jr., the major spirit behind the formation of the Knickerbockers, wrote
that his club was the first baseball club since “the old New York Club never had a regular organization.” (For
Cartwright’s view, see Peterson, Man Who Invented Baseball, p. 175.) Cartwright’s statement suggests that the
New York Club had some organization, even if it lacked the more formal structures of the Knickerbockers.

12. It is highly probable that at least some of the New Yorkers and Knickerbockers knew each other prior to the
teams meeting at Elysian Fields.

13. Melvin L. Adelman, “The Development of Modern Athletics: Sport In New York City, 1820-1870,”
(Unpublished Ph.D. dissertation: University of Illinois, 1980), 323-7.

Editorial Note: Individuals are invited to submit materials for this new section of the Journal of Sport History
for possible publication in a future issue.
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