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Steve Young of The Woodlands knocks a ball to left field during a recent game for the Saw Dogs, the Montgomery College vintage baseball team, which hosted a recent tournament at the college athletic fields. 

David Hopper: For the Chronicle
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Oct. 19, 2006, 4:27PM
Back to basics: Montgomery College team offers new spin on a pastime favorite
Local ballplayers use style that is heavy on traditions, uniforms from earlier era
By KIMBERLY STAUFFER
Copyright 2006 Houston Chronicle 

VINTAGE BASEBALL RULES, FACTS 

•Many clubs play under the guidelines of an organization called the Vintage Base Ball Association, or VBBA. 

•Most clubs adopt rules outlined in the first Beadle's Dime Base Ball Player , published in 1860. 

•Among the rules and traditions are no gloves worn by players, strikes can be earned only on a swing, no sliding and a fly ball caught on one bounce is an out. 

•Also, foul balls don't count as a strike, and stealing or leading off from bases is prohibited. 

•The pitcher throws underhanded from a mound 45 feet away. 

•The bases are spread 90 feet apart. 

•The sport was originally spelled base ball, as opposed to the modern-day baseball. 

Source: Vintage Base Ball Association 

HISTORY OF BASEBALL 

•In 1845, Alexander Joy Cartwright, Doc Adams and others were early members of a group of young professionals who made up the Knickerbocker Base Ball Club. 

•After a brief lull during the Civil War, interest in the game of base ball was rekindled in the post-war years. 

•The National Association, which later became the National League, fielded nine teams in 1871 and grew to 13 teams by 1875. 

•In 1884, players tried to form their own league, the Union Association, which lasted only one season. 

•The American League started play in 1901, coexisting with the National League. 

•In the 1920s, Babe Ruth revolutionized the game with his prowess as a home run hitter and outsized personality. 

•In the 1940s, baseball was decimated by World War II when many star players were drafted. 

•In 1960, the major leagues expanded, growing from 16 teams to 24 by the end of the decade. 

Source: www.baseball1.com , the Vintage Base Ball Association 

WANT TO PLAY? 


• Oct. 28: Saw Dogs vs. Richmond Giants at George Ranch Historical Park 

• Nov. 12: Saw Dogs vs. Richmond Giants at the Houston Historical Society 

To get involved and for information, call Michael Hickey at 936-273-7290. 

Let's play ball like it's 1860.

Under the Texas sun, men in long linen shirts, breeches and pageboy caps play a game fans haven't seen in more than a century. No sleek young men with multimillion-dollar contracts or arrogant bravado, the team of Montgomery County residents and students play a vintage game of baseball that's all about the love of the game.

Michael Hickey, head coach and founder of the Saw Dogs, a local team, said the baseball games, actually spelled "base ball" in the beginning, are a significant departure from the professional game played today.

"(Today's game) has lost its mentality to come out and have fun," Hickey said. "While having never played professional baseball, the professional game today is all about big business and the desire to win at all costs. Here players on other teams cheer a good play on other teams."

Vintage baseball

The present-day version of the game is often considered the corrupt version of America's pastime, according to some baseball purists. The first games started out in empty sandlots, far removed from screaming fans and escalating ticket prices. 

"There have been lots of fundamental changes in the past 150 years," said Bryan McAuley, director of programs at George Ranch Historical Park, an outdoor museum. "People were saying as early as the 1880s and 1890s that the professional game was corrupting the game."

Hickey said people enjoy watching the vintage baseball teams play of the unique experience.

"I think people want to see how the game has changed from when people were just having a good time," he said. "Baseball in the 1860s was what community life centered around."

The differences between vintage baseball and the modern version comes down to rules and regulations. Where once being a gentleman was tantamount, the game has evolved into a rougher sport.

In an era when players shouted "Show some ginger!" and "Huzzah!" baseball developed with minimal equipment and expected average athletic ability. Players never used gloves, meaning baseballs were caught with bare hands.

"To me, it brings a little more difficulty to the game," said Brent Haight, a 35-year-old magazine editor and member of the Saw Dogs. "With no gloves, how do you catch a direct line? You don't know how bad it's going to be."

Basic equipment

The balls, about 10 inches in diameter, were softer than modern baseballs and used a "lemon peel" cut that sewed the ball together with one piece of material instead of the present-day two-piece material balls. 

Players swing long, thin, heavy wooden bats wrought of cherry, ash or maple, and batters only earn a strike when they swing, meaning there is no limit on how many balls can fly past. No padded bases, no fences, no strikeouts on foul balls.

The clothes, equipment and jargon are all throwbacks to an era when multimillion-dollar contracts were unknown and competition amounted to neighborhood teams. For some participating in vintage baseball today, the sport's historical aspects are a real draw of the game.

Wendel Dickason of the Cedar Hill Cartwrights Base Ball Club has participated in historical re-enactments for the past 20 years. He said his interest was piqued after reading Darryl Hanson's If I Never Get Back, a novel about a time-traveling journalist who steps off a train into 1869 and into the shoes of a Cincinnati Redskin.

Living history

Dickason said he gathered players for an inaugural game in the Fort Worth Griffin State Park in 2002, and the rest is history. 

"I don't know if I was Johnny Appleseed or if it would have happened anyway," he said.

The game started as an experiment for Hickey. A political science instructor at Montgomery College, he taught a leisure learning class about early baseball leagues. As part of the class, students played the traditional game to understand what it was like.

The interest was there and Hickey campaigned to recruit players to revitalize vintage baseball. Texas now hosts four teams and many more range across the north and northeast, where its popularity first grew. Even with some experience under their belts, Hickey said every game was a challenge.

"It was a tremendous amount of trial and error," he said.

McAuley developed a team, the Richmond Giants, to promote history. He said the team of staff and volunteers helps bring history to the public.

"(The sport) helps us take the (educational) core to a wider audience," he said. "We look for a number of ways to get history into the public."

Christian Darce, a 34-year-old industrial engineer, said while he's not a great fan of baseball, the history interests him.

"It's living history, not armchair history," he said.
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