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and release from the mental stress within and without the class­
room; many educators believed that physical education would go 
beyond this, by nurturing a sense of order and discipline. Thus, 
physical training was incorporated as a compulsory part of the 
daily experience of Boston's schoolchildren. We should not be 
surprised that sports and athletics did not figure prominently in 
the antebellum discussions; after all, few team sports were orga­
nized at any level before the 1850s. But why was there such a 
disregard of sports during the debates over exercise "systems" 
during the 1880s? 

Actually, there had been some recognition of "athletic sports," 
doubtless because of the increasing popularity of college teams in 
football, baseball, and, more important, rowing. In fact, Baron 
Pierre de Coubertin, the man who would found the modern Olym­
pic Games, addressing the 1889 Boston Conference, steadfastly 
asserted that dumbbells, vaulting horses, and light exercises not 
withstanding, no "system" stood higher than the "English athletic 
sport system." Of course he meant interschool competition in base­
ball, football, and the like. Coubertin was politely applauded, and 
school authorities did recognize the "character-building" values of 
athletics. Despite this, they preferred to encourage and compel 
students to participate in gymnastics, which they believed would 
result in a more "uniform and harmonious development of the 
entire frame." Besides, gymnastics were cheaper, less time consum­
ing, and lent themselves more readily to the structured, class-based 
systems necessary in the school curriculum. Thus, students were 
left to their own athletic devices.14 

FROM THE BEGINNING, it was football, baseball, and track 
that captured the enthusiasm of students, not drills with Indian 
clubs. As an editorial in the student magazine at Boston Latin 
School concluded, "Surely a baseball game or a tennis match is far 
more interesting both to participants and spectators, than the ef­
forts of a gymnast to j ump half an inch higher than his opponent." 
Gymnastics were tolerated by these athletic promoters only as a 
supplement to outdoor sports.15 

Even before the Civil War, schoolboys had competed against 
each other on their acknowledged playground, the Common. One 
old-timer recalled, "No policeman or signboard in those days told 
us to 'keep off the grass' . . . and those who were annoyed by our 

111 

Stephen Hardy

Stephen Hardy
Excerpt from How Boston Played (1982, reprinted 2003). 



How Boston Played 

games were expected to keep away."16 In the fall of 1862, one 
group of boys, principally from the Dixwell Private Latin School, 
formed the Oneida Football Club, the first organized football club 
in the United States. Led by "Gat" Miller and R. Clifford Watson, 
who frequently labored long into the night planning new forma­
tions and strategies, the lineup was dotted with the names of 
Boston's most prominent families, including a Bowditch, a Forbes, 
a Wolcott, a Lawrence, and a Peabody. Inspired by Miller's motto, 
"Defeat with Honor Is Better than Victory with Dishonor," the 
Oneidas were ever honorable and ever victorious. Their goal line 
on the Common field was never crossed, as they defeated teams 
from Latin, English, and Dorchester high schools. The Oneida 
Club lasted only three years, but informal clubs from public and 
private secondary schools continued to compete in football and 
baseball. Doubtless they were emulating the activities of the men 
at Harvard, for which many of them were "preparing." Their early 
competition was not rigidly structured or scheduled, but orga­
nized leagues of school teams were not long in coming.17 

In June of 1888, students from Boston Latin, Roxbury Latin, 
Cambridge High and Latin School, and several smaller prepara­
tory schools formed the Interscholastic Football Association. En­
glish High School joined the association the following year. Har­
vard students acted as team advisors and also donated a "valuable 
cup," to be awarded to the championship team. In order to ensure 
the availability of playing space for their regularly scheduled 
games, the association successfully petitioned the parks commis­
sioners to reserve a spot on Franklin Park "for schoolboys only."18 

Within several years, the association had developed a written con­
stitution and had sired an offspring, the Junior Interscholastic 
Football Association, which included Dorchester High, Cambridge 
Manual Training School, Newton High, and several private 
schools.19 

Football had set the stage, but other sports were quickly orga­
nized into league competition. Within two decades, baseball, track, 
basketball, and ice hockey leagues operated among the city's sec­
ondary schools. The enthusiasm quickly spread to the suburban 
areas, affording successful teams the opportunity to compete for 
and lay claim to Greater Boston and even New England suprem­
acy. In 1911, more than a hundred thousand people watched the 
area schoolboys compete in Thanksgiving football. It is worth 
repeating that these initial leagues were organized by the students 
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English High School Defenders of the Inter scholastic Football Association's 
Challenge Cup, 1897 

Courtesy of Boston English High School 

themselves, with encouragement and assistance from collegians who 
were probably school alumni. Like their college counterparts, their 
efforts were largely ignored by the faculty and administration, at 
least for the time being.20 

The growth of organized leagues and the popularity among 
both participants and spectators were symptoms of the great value 
that students placed on sport. Indeed, students were quick to 
develop a "team" concept which involved the entire school com­
munity in the athletic program. Unfortunately, their enthusiasm 
fueled the excessive demand for victories and championships, 
which in turn corrupted the original values of their sports. It was 
only at this point that grownups stepped in. 

The editors of the Boston Latin School Register quickly saw the 
importance of sport to the growth of school unity: 

The feeling of school unity or school loyalty, so strikingly exhibited 
in college life, should be developed in the preparatory schools. 
Especially is it valued in the latter, since most men, on graduating, 
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break off into business life. . . . Athletics more than anything else, 
can foster this spirit of unity; for on the campus all class distinctions 
are done away with, the men gather about actuated by a common 
motive, cheer with a common impulse, and develop a better and 
more generous fellowship.21 

These schoolboys were animated by the school-wide spirit they saw 
evident at Harvard when its nines or elevens matched brawn with 
teams from Yale or Princeton. Even at the colleges, "school spirit" 
was a relatively recent phenomenon, born along with intercolle­
giate athletics at mid-century. Prior to this, emphasis had revolved 
around class spirit, nurtured by the hardships of hazing and "class 
scraps," such as had occurred annually on the Cambridge Delta, 
when Harvard's sophomores and freshmen squared off in a rau­
cous, shin-splintering version of mass football. But with the advent 
of intercollegiate competition, school spirit quickly overshadowed 
class spirit. Schoolboys were fast to follow suit.22 

These students were, in effect, promoting athletic teams as the 
catalyst for a form of community, a bond that would quickly ce­
ment batches of newcomers with upperclassmen and alumni. This 
could be particularly important for the Latin School or English 
High, whose students were likely to come from several different 
sections of the city. But athletics could be equally effective in a new 
neighborhood high school, like that in South Boston. 

South Boston High School had opened its doors only in 1901, 
yet the athletic virus hit the school immediately. No wonder; for 
while there were hundreds of years of tradition and glory sepa­
rating her from the Latin School or English High, a few victories 
on the football field would provide equal glory for "Old Southie." 
Athletics could make the difference between the successful school 
and its "sleepy" counterparts, as the school newspaper readily 
understood: 

There are not many schools, happily, that do not have athletics. 
Those that do are always superior to those that do not; to a great 
many this seems strange; they think that so small a matter can not 
make any great difference. If they compare the two, however, they 
will see that a school that does not have athletics is always made up 
of slow, sleepy students. Why? Simply because athletics are the 
means of quickening the senses. To be a successful athlete, one must 
be able to see, think, and act quickly and intelligently, and above all, 
to be able to concentrate the mind on the subject.-3 
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The Chandeliers editors stressed the ethical values of athletics, the 
strict discipline, unquestioning obedience, and control of temper, 
which all served to transform the individual schoolboy into a "loyal 
and valued member of the organization."24 

All students were encouraged to join the school athletic associ­
ations, which sprang into existence to provide spiritual and, more 
important, financial assistance to the school's varsity athletes. To 
some degree, the competition among schools to organize bigger 
and better athletic associations rivaled the struggles on the field. 
Individual students paid only a small annual fee (fifty cents to a 
dollar) to join the athletic association, so it was necessary to enlist 
as many members as possible.25 While advocates often chided their 
mates on the need to further the cause, it sometimes became clear 
that athletics provided the only basis for school spirit. 

The concept of school unity was quickly linked to the quest for 
victory. Students were encouraged by their peers to turn out and 
cheer the team to victory. One of the reasons for organizing a 
school's contingent of spectators was to assure the tactical advan­
tage of ordered, timely cheering. The cheerleader had not yet 
been relegated to a glamor-only role, but was rather an important 
instrument of victory through unity. The fields echoed with school 
cheers: 

Hurrah, hurrah, we'll be the champion yet, 
Hurrah, hurrah, for all the boys who sweat, 
For we're the boys from the English High 
And we'll get there, just you bet, 
Rah, rah, rah, boys for High School.26 

[sung to chorus of "Marching through Georgia"] 

The quest for victory through unity, however, led to abuses. And 
it was only these abuses that moved school authorities to take an 
interest in athletics. 

By the turn of the century, interscholastic sports had become a 
fixture. The daily newspapers carried not only regular coverage 
of the competition, but also feature articles on the prominent 
schoolboy stars and the prospects of each team for the upcoming 
season.27 Student editors pressured their peers with continual ap­
peals; the English High School Record called for support of all athletic 
teams because "such support will be the means of furthering the 
fame of our school; insofar as it will further one institution of it, 
athletics."28 Woe to the laggard who did not do his part: 
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There are a number of big fellows in the school who refuse to go 
out for the team. What is the matter with them? Do they lack school 
spirit or are they afraid of spoiling their good looks? A first class 
eleven could be turned out of the school if these fellows would only 
show up with a determination to make the team and not quit when 
their nose bleeds or they are scratched.29 

This was the tyranny of school unity. It had once been fun to play 
football with classmates and friends. Then with the growth of 
organized leagues it became an honor to seek glory for the school. 
Finally, however, it became an obligation, at least for all those who 
looked strong and able. 

If a team could not find enough players from its own school, it 
often looked elsewhere, to another school or to a big husky boy 
with no academic inclination. The "tramp" athlete was a sore in 
schoolboy sports, a source of irritation and criticism among schools. 
Upon their inception, the Interscholastic Football Association and 
the Interscholastic Athletic Association drafted eligibility rules that 
limited a player's age and years of competition, and demanded 
that he be a bona fide student at the school he represented. But 
the rules were not totally effective. The South Boston High School 
Chandelier printed a homiletic short story about a heroic football 
captain who resisted the temptation to use "ringers" against an 
arch-rival which had armed itself with two stars from "Audley 
Academy." The hero beat the villains, but the moral fell on deaf 
ears. A year later, the paper admitted the use of tramp athletes as 
a matter of course.30 

Athletic stars became the demigods of school corridors, as this 
poem witnesses: 

E'er his brief life he'd kicked away, 
E'er he had changed to worthless clay, 
He had played many a well fought game, 
He had been tired, sore and lame, 
But death one day to claim him came, 
And everlasting is his fame. 
Put tombstones at his head and feet, 
And on them grave these few words, meet: 
"Freely his young life did he offer up, 
For the school's glory and the silver cup."31 

Though not quite a cavalier attitude toward another's death, the 
poem suggests the ease with which abuses could overwhelm a 
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philosophy that exalted victory as the sine qua non of athletic 
performance. 

ADULT EDUCATORS had quite early been concerned about 
the rapid growth and spread of athleticism in the schools and 
colleges. In the 1897 report of the United States commissioner of 
education, Edward Mussey Hartwell lamented that the meteoric 
rise of school sports had left most adults unqualified in either 
experience or insight to serve capably as advisors to young athletes: 

Hence our athletes have been left in the main to their own crude 
and boyish devices, which tend, when unchecked, toward extrava­
gance and professionalism. The powerlessness of our educational 
leaders to originate, and their failure to adopt effectual measures 
for evolving order out of the athletic and gymnastic chaos over 
which they nominally preside, constitutes one of the marvels of our 
time.32 

Earlier in the decade, Hartwell had served as director of physical 
training for Boston's public schools; he had witnessed firsthand 
the growth and chaos at which he marveled. 

Even critics of school athletics, however, recognized the positive 
values of team competition. As we have seen in the arguments of 
urban reformers and playground advocates, this was a social form 
of the old "muscular Christianity" of Edward Everett Hale and 
Thomas Wentworth Higginson. Emphasis and benefits now fo­
cused on the group. The lessons of sport went beyond individual 
health and endurance to include "the spirit of working together 
earnestly, enthusiastically, and intelligently for a given end, which 
is the spirit of our democracy," and "the desire of working for 
one's institution with one's whole mind and heart and strength, 
which in the world outside we call Patriotism." At the theoretical 
level, then, students and adults agreed on the social values of 
sport.33 

But the question remained: What to do about the obvious prob­
lems? And of problems there were many, as Dr. Dudley Sargent, 
director of Harvard's Hemenway Gymnasium, pointed out to the 
Massachusetts School Superintendents' Association at its meeting 
in 1900. Sargent's opinions carried great weight; he had been at 
Harvard since 1879, and had concurrently directed both the Sar­
gent Normal School of Physical Education and the Harvard Sum-
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mer School. A prolific author and organizer, widely recognized in 
physical education and health circles, Sargent had also devised the 
gymnastics and training program at the Charlesbank Gymnasium.34 

Sargent, too, acknowledged the benefits of school athletics. They 
provided ua subject of immediate interest to discuss, rally around 
and enthuse over." They afforded a release of surplus energy in 
many young boys; they promoted and measured an individual's 
success on the basis of deeds, not promises. But Sargent stressed 
that these benefits could exist within a program of intramural 
games. On the other hand, only danger lurked for the interscho-
lastic program. The desire to win led to excess training that could 
strain the developing heart and frame. Excess adulation could 
make the athletic star less likely to concentrate on academics. 
Coaches, fans, and players were ever tempted to sully sportsman­
ship and honor for the sake of victory. To Sargent, however, the 
answer lay not in abolishing interscholastic sports. "Will our sec­
ondary school authorities have the good sense," he asked, "to 
realize that athletics cannot be eliminated from school life, and 
unite with others in trying to check the abuses and direct the use 
of this important adjunct in education? "35 This was Sargent's chal­
lenge; it did not go unheeded. Strengthened by over a half-century 
of growing control over health and fitness, the Boston School 
Department needed only a little prodding before it quickly ab­
sorbed the students' games. 

In 1903, the director of physical training, James B. Fitzgerald, 
reported to the superintendent what Sargent and others had long 
been warning; that high school athletics were in a "generally un­
satisfactory condition." Although Fitzgerald had already instituted 
mandatory physical examinations for all competitors, he urged 
that the various headmasters organize to create their own code of 
regulations controlling, among other things, physical, mental, and 
moral requirements for competition, all other questions of eligi­
bility, financial considerations, the selection of competent officials, 
and the proper policing of grounds. The School Committee re­
sponded by ordering its committee on high schools to consider the 
formulation of just such a code.36 

For the next two years, pressure for adult regulation increased. 
The superintendent of schools reported that star players who had 
been disqualified for grievous fouls committed in previous games 
were, "by agreement," allowed to play in order to "swell" the gate. 
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He told of headmasters and school officials barely able to hold fast 
under the lobbying of students and parents who demanded they 
cover up the ineligibility of certain players, or allow disqualified 
players to return to action immediately.37 He reported that athletic 
activities, "modelled after those of the colleges," had become "fac­
tors of such magnitude in most of the high schools as to interfere 
seriously with the regular work." The influence which star athletes 
exerted among their schoolmates was "vastly out of proportion to 
their real merit." Although encouraged that the headmasters had 
enacted a set of rules, the superintendent urged that the state 
legislature authorize the School Committee to draw athletics into 
their custody.38 

From this point things moved quickly, with little or no opposi­
tion. In 1906, the General Court invested the School Committee 
with the right to "supervise and control all athletic organizations 
composed of pupils of the public schools and bearing the name of 
the school." Further, the School Committee could "directly or 
through an authorized representative determine under what con­
ditions such organizations may enter into competition."39 In 1907, 
the School Committee appropriated twenty-five thousand dollars 
for its expanded program of physical training, and in a significant 
step, directed that all high school athletic coaches be appointed 
only by the School Committee, from the city's list of certified in­
structors. Previously coaches had been hired and paid by the stu­
dent associations. By 1911, the director of physical training had 
become the director of physical training and athletics, with three 
assistants. Further, the School Committee had begun to regulate 
all revenues and expenses for schoolboy athletics. Students were 
no longer controlling the management of their own contests.40 

Was this a coup d'6tat? A plot? Part of a master plan by school 
administrators which, as one recent article suggests, included 
school athletics in a program that would "relieve the monotony 
and tedium of work in an industrial society, end social unrest and 
crime, provide worthy use of leisure time and build a corporate 
bureaucracy"?41 In short, did the School Committee embrace the 
games of high school students in order to transform them into a 
vehicle of social control? 

In Boston, at least, this was not quite the case. School authorities 
were hesitant to become involved in the regulation of schoolboy 
athletics. Only after continued prodding and complaining (some-
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times by the students themselves) of the growing evidence of 
abuses and cheating did the administration enact reform and reg­
ulation from above. To be sure, the chance to nurture such values 
as patience, obedience, self-control, loyalty to leaders, cooperation, 
and teamwork must have been appealing; and all were stressed to 
the School Committee by the likes of Dudley Sargent and Joseph 
Lee.42 But one must recall that the students championed these 
same notions when they promoted sports among their schoolmates. 
Moreover, the athletic teams gained invaluably from a more equi­
table administration of eligibility rules, centralized officiating ap­
pointments, better medical supervision, and a more stable financial 
structure.43 

Schoolboy sports were not co-opted by the bureaucracy as part 
of a grand plan of education for social control. Rather, the phi­
losophy underlying the educational value of athletics was broad­
ened only after school authorities made the choice to assimilate, 
not abolish, athletics. Two ingredients made this ideological ad­
justment both possible and necessary. One was the existence of a 
growing profession—physical education—which was expanding its 
own horizons to include sports and games with gymnastics. The 
other was a gradual shift in educational philosophy. Where ante­
bellum educators had sought to preserve an earlier social and 
moral order, their twentieth-century counterparts tended to accept 
the new industrial order; they concentrated rather on preparing 
their charges to fit neatly into productive roles. 

By the turn of the century, professional physical education or­
ganizations (like the American Association for the Advancement 
of Physical Education) and individual schools of professional train­
ing (like the YMCA Training School in Springfield, Massachusetts, 
and the Boston Normal School of Gymnastics) had begun to pre­
pare instructors to direct sports and games as well as gymnastics. 
Naturally, it was not long before physical educators considered 
themselves best suited to convey to students the character-building 
values of sport.44 This trend paralleled that of the larger education 
bureaucracy. Stanley Schultz discerned this sense of "professional" 
prerogative among Boston's school administrators even before the 
Civil War. The professional educator claimed to have indispensa­
ble knowledge that was critical for the well-being of the commu­
nity. "He also demanded a degree of authority," said Schultz, "for 
if his knowledge was vital to the community, it was necessary that 
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he possess control over the application of his skills."45 The director 
of physical training and athletics had realized expanded control in 
1906-7, with the addition of three assistants and as many instruc­
tors as he deemed necessary. By 1910, the physical educator's 
specialized knowledge included athletics, as sports and games were 
incorporated as mandatory elements into the physical education 
curriculum of boys and girls.ii] 

At the same time, the visions of education's broad role in society 
had changed. No longer secure in the hope of using schools to 
preserve the social and moral characteristics they felt existed in an 
earlier period, educators gradually accepted the notion that schools 
should convey to students the specific skills, behavior, and values 
necessary to a productive life in the new industrial order. Physical 
educators could count on reformers and philosophers to support 
their contributions to these goals of education. In this respect, the 
lessons of teamwork, self-sacrifice, and discipline were seen to be 
transferable from the playing field to the business world or the 
factory. The philosophy was virtually identical to that of play­
ground leaders; the target was an older age group, one on the 
verge of entering the work force.47 

But there were even loftier goals for athletics. In 1907, Josiah 
Royce delivered the quarter-centennial address at the Sargent Nor­
mal School. Royce, professor of philosophy at Harvard, believed 
that "loyalty" and "loyalty to loyalty" were the foundations upon 
which society must be based. He encouraged the teachers in at­
tendance to believe that their work helped cement the masonry of 
the "Great Community." If a man was but loyal to the loyalty he 
had seen expressed "on the playground, the gymnasium, and the 
athletic field," said Royce, he ought to be able to sustain the "loyalty 
to unseen loyalty" which stood at the core of American business 
and at the "heart of honor in our national and international en­
terprises." Ultimately, Royce reminded the teachers, "you are all 
working to combine in your pupils, skill, devotion, loyalty of the 
individual to his community. . . . Whenever you have an oppor­
tunity to insist upon fair play in difficult situations, you are teach­
ing loyalty to loyalty."48 The lessons learned in free time on the 
supervised playground were now a compulsory part of structured 
education. The "team" was no longer simply the baseball nine or 
the football eleven, it was the wider community—city, state, or 
nation. 
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Never before—or perhaps since—were the goals of physical ed­
ucation so openly embraced by educational reforms. Social activists 
like Jacob Riis maintained that, through the benefits of athletics, 
the young man who emerged from the school "does not drop the 
interest aroused there in manly pursuits for kicking his heels in 
front of the corner saloons. . . . He has acquired certain principles 
that help keep him on an even keel." His colleague Luther Gulick, 
who helped found the New York Public Schools Athletic League, 
believed the same spirit of loyalty and morality extended to all 
students, not just the actual competitors. That wholesome sport 
would encourage the virtues upon which to build city, state, and 
country, Riis had no more doubt than he had "that the sun will 
rise tomorrow."49 

The lessons learned on the athletic field fit well into the pre­
vailing belief that public education must provide the moral, social, 
and vocational talents, which in less turbulent times the family and 
church had helped instill. By the same token, physical educators 
were quick to realize the importance of drawing sports and ath­
letics under their aegis. As Boston's director of physical training 
and athletics reminded his teachers, they now had "exceptional 
opportunities for instilling into the minds and the habits of pupils, 
who come to them for physical exercises, lessons of personal hy­
giene, self-restraint and moral righteousness."50 

BOTH THE STUDENTS and the central school authorities had 
embraced sports teams as an epoxy with which to bond fragments 
into wholes. Both groups realized that the process must involve all 
students, whether they played or not. But there were important 
differences in the two visions. The students saw interscholastic 
sports as a vehicle only for school unity and pride. In their view, 
the team and its supporters would be but an extension of the 
family or the neighborhood, wherein everyone contributed, albeit 
in different ways, to a common but localized goal. As the Latin 
School Register reminded its readers, the teams needed assistance 
in three ways: large numbers for squad tryouts, financial assistance, 
and massed, organized cheering at games. No one was absolved 
from helping in one way or another. "Be Patriotic," urged the 
South Boston Chandelier. "Keep up the standard. It is only by 
support of the school boys and girls that we can succeed."51 

When the students could not control the abuses that school spirit 
bred, administrators took command. At the same time, however, 
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they broadened the promise of sports. Both on and off the field, 
the disciplined and unified effort required to produce a winner 
would help train students for assuming roles outside their family, 
neighborhood, or school networks. As Luther Gulick and Josiah 
Royce expressed it, the loyalty, social morality, and social con­
science that school sports developed were transferable. What is 
more, they were the very qualities upon which rested the greatness 
of America's cities and corporations, and the nation's indomitable 
progress. In 1895 a City Council committee requested a nine-
hundred-dollar appropriation for an interscholastic trophy, in the 
hope that competition in athletics and academics might foster civic 
unity and municipal responsibility by creating bonds of interest 
among the schools. Seen in this light, school sports were in the 
same tradition as public parks and playgrounds, since each rep­
resented an attempt to control the city's physical, social, or moral 
environment and thus help integrate individuals into a changing 
order.52 

As with the parks and playgrounds, however, one suspects that 
the grand vision was never quite realized. Schoolboy teams ce­
mented the schools and neighborhoods they represented. But by 
the turn of the century, Boston had a dozen secondary schools in 
her fold; their schedules emphasized intracity competition. Boston 
was not a one high school town, like Muncie, Indiana, where a 
classic sociological study in the 1920s found the "Bearcat" basket­
ball team to be a principal source of civic unity.53 In Boston, the 
Thanksgiving gridiron clashes turned Eastie against Southie and 
Latin against English, sometimes with a vengeance. City-wide spirit 
developed through sports only when a team or an individual com­
peted as Boston's representative against an external challenger. As 
we shall see, this occurred with regularity only at the professional 
and top amateur levels. 

Students were able to nurture a community bond. Unlike their 
elders on the school board, however, they were not interested in 
confronting the urban conditions that surrounded them. Rather, 
they sought only to establish the ties of association and identity 
that the city's reality presented to them. In this respect, the school 
and neighborhood spirit that interscholastic sports could foster 
represented what we have called a receptive mode of community 
formation. The chapters that follow trace a similar pattern in the 
history of Boston's sports clubs, bicycle booms, and athletic heroes. 
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