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The National

| n an era when baseball Is

, played In air-conditioned
stadiums, on artificial grass. and
under artificial light, the incred-
ible history of basebaH in Alaska
seems hard to believe. Americans
have always been dedicated to
their national pastime. But
because of the harsh climate of
the North, and the lack of suitable
playing fields in the wilderness,
the people of Alaska have had to
go to far greater lengths to enjoy
the grand old game than anyone
in the country. From the rocky
baseball diamonds on the tide
flats in Southeast Alaska, where
games were called on account of
high tide, to the ball field on the

Pastim e

By Terrence Cole

frozen tundra at Nome. Alaskans
played a rugged brand of baseball.

In the nineteenth century out-
door exercise was commonly
believed to be a preventive for
scurvy, and explorers wintering in
the arctic ice pack often played
ball games during the coldest
months of the year to keep from
getting the dreaded disease. In the
1890s baseball was especially
popular at Herschel Island, the
winter baje of operations for the
whaling industry in the western
Arctic, where numerous steam
whaling ships and hundreds of
men were often forced to spend
the winter .

By November of each year the

Iin Alaska

Ballplayers In the Herschel Island league
In the 1890s dressed for the weather.
Some games were played in tempera-
tures as low as 30 dearees below zero.

/ALASKA sporTSMAN'. 19631

ships of the Willing fleet were
solidly frozjen in the ice of the bay
at Herschetf Island, and *“spring
training” was ready to begin.
Ashes were spread along the ice to
make the bases and the base
paths, and a sail was used as a
backstop.s Games in the Herschel
Island league went on ail winter
long until the beginning of the
summer whaling season in July,
and were seldom canceled due to
the weather. Some contests were



Passengerson ships near Nomesometimes played bagseball or. the tee while wallingfor
a lead (n the teepack toopen. tClenbow Archives. Calgarw

In the communities of Southeast Alaska the only available spacefor a ball game was
often the beach or the tideflats at low tide. Thisgame was played along the waterfront
at Ketchikan, a community which did not have a baseballfield on dry land until 1921.

ICourtesyofV Robarui

reportedly played in temperatures
as low as -30° or -40°.The players
were dressed in fur parkas, and
wore mittens instead of baseball
gloves, so it was not easy to catch
the ball. Given the hazardous
fielding conditions, it was not un-
common for a losing team to score
50 runs or more in a single game.;
Ease runners often made spec-
tacular slides on the ice. but they

found it quite difficult to stop
without bowling over the in-
fielders.

Baseball diamonds on the ice
were also found near Nome, where
passengers on vessels waiting for
a lead to open sometimes ployed
a few innings on the ice pack to
pass the time. The people of Nome
also enjoyed winter baseball on
the snow. In February 1900 a
series of games were held between
a team of soldiers and a squad
from the Alaska Commercial
Company. The game on Washing-
ton's Birthday had to be called off
after four innings however, "on
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account of the icy breezes !r
the north (which made' it dei

edly uncomfortable for
boys -: It was so uncomiorta
that the pitcher for the Ala:
Commercial Company. Louis
Lane, froze his fingers, and
contest was postponed until
following Sunday.

Of course Alaskans did not p
baseball Just on infields of ice
outfields of snow. In the ea
years at Ketchikan and June
ball games were normally pla\
on the tide flats or the beac
Level ground for construction p
poses was at a premium in
mountainous terrain of Souihe
Alaska, and there was seldom
open space on dry land le
enough for an outfielder to sh
down a fly ball. The beach mad
rocky infield, and when the t
came in the bases and t
pitcher's mound disappeared. E
when the tide was out. crow
lined the docks along the wat
front in cities like Ketchikan
watch their favorites play.

The people of Nome also had
play baseball on the beach ur
1908. when the Nome Based
Association was formed to p
mote baseball in Nome and
build a "first class diamond a
field."® J.C. Gaffney, the owner
a Nome clothing store; and otb
businessmen in the city w
enjoyed watching and playing t:
national pastime, headed ti
organization. They built one of ti
most unique parks in the world ¢
the tundra behind Nome, ove
looking Dry Creek. The first ste
in building the field was to sera
away the soggy vegetation on t
surface of the tundra in the sha
of a baseball diamond to expo
the frozen ground beneath t
surface. A company in Nor
donated thousands of jute sac
to lay on top of the permafrost
keep the infield from meltir.
Volunteers dumped tons of bea<
sand and gravel on the diamon
and spread a four-inch-thick lay
of Nome River clay on the playn
surface of the Infield ;

On June 14. 1908. the fir
games were held on Nome's bas



The Nome Baseball Ajsociation builtone ofthe most unusual ball parks in the world on
the tundra behind Nome in 1908. :Glcnbow Archives. Cjlisarvi

The people ofJuneau played tideflat baseball until about 1914, when afinefield was
built (n Last Chance Basin. This picture was taken on June 8. 1914. The driftwood
along Cold Creek provided the cheap seats Incenterfield. (Courtesy of the Bancroft Library)
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ball held, "The grounds were a
surprise to many." the \'ome
Pioneer Press reported the next
day. "as It was not believed that
such a good inlield could be made
in this country.” Admittedly the
outfield was not in such good con-
dition. The 'outer pastures”
behind second base were so soft
that any ball which hit the ground
in the outfield tundra would only
roll a few feet before stopping
dead. Even so it was alleged that
the outfield in the Nome park was
"better than the majority of the
outer gardens Inamateur fields in
the states '

A standing-room-only crowd of
about 1.500 people watched the
1908 opening day double-header
of the Nome Baseball Association.
In the first game the Nome Red
Sox beat the Federal Labor Union
team by a score of 5 to 3. "The
Reds looked very nifty in their
white uniforms and red
stockings.”™ a reporter explained,
"while the Union men also put up
a fine appearance in their neat
and business like suits of gray -
In the second game che army beat
Gaffney's Colts: to 7.

The four teams in the Nome
Baseball Association had numer-
ous. veteran ball players on their
squads, who had played college or
minor league baseball in the
States, and had come to Alaska to
work in the mines for the sum-
mer. An outfielder named Murphy
had been a star outfielder in the
Pacific Coast League before he
was blacklisted from organized
baseball for hitting an umpire in a
game in San Francisco, and a .300
hitting catcher known as Tubbs
had played for Lodi In the Cali-
fornia State Leaguenn The com-
petition in che Nome Baseball
Association however, was not
guite as fast as in the California or
the Coast leagues.

Above left — The Nome Red Sox were a
carefree group of Nome teenagers and
high school boys. iGlenbow Archives.
Calgary)

Left — Far more serious were che nine
soldiers In dark uniformsfrom the army
team at Fort Davis. iClenbow Archives.
Calgary

[*[1 krdni/is tir \In>knn 'will /Kirks uvr»> alien spi-i tmninr I'hrell/id! n i<h t

SUrmnitlr(l nir -wmit =<iiamil twiitnins

\n>Inr il,., r, ,i,i,it vt

The baseball capital pt Alaska, and home of the annual midnight sun gam>t. S Fair-

banks. where baseball has nourished sin

ce thegold rush. Shown here wasa cesstul

Fairbanks team known as_ the Marc Anthony's, and their trademark, a lu.ge cigar

IErskinvCollection | mwrsuv-ii Alaska Archu- -
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The Nome Red Sox were a
lively bunch of Nome teenagers
and high school players, but tnev
goofed off too much. The directors
of the association had to disband
the Red Sox after the team com-
mitted 14 errors in a gi.me they
lost to the Gaffney Colts by a score
of 32 to 5.

"It was certainly a miserable
exhibition of the national
game .. the Nome Gold Digger
reported the next day. The league
instituted several new regulations
to improve the quality of the play,
umpires were granted the right to
fine any player who had a
"slovenly manner" of going on or
off the field. ""Also the captains of
the teams have been instructed
that their men will have to learn
their positions in the batting
order, and be on the spot im-
mediately when their turn
comes,"” the league explained to
the angry fans who wanted their
money back after the Red Sox's
disastrous defeat. "From now on
the league will be run as nearly
under professional rules as possi-
ble and no more town lot ball will
be tolerated."

The Nome Baseball Association
season ended after about five
weeks of play when a heavy
rainstojm nearly destroyed the
field. John B. Wallace, the
league's only salaried employee
and its scorekeeper. grounds
keeper, and sportswriter. said he
knew that the season was over as
soon as he inspected the field after
two days of rain. " The infield con-
sisted of a series of little clay
islands.” Woallace wrote many
years later, "while the outfield
wasaswamp. i

The Nome Baseball Association
apparently never recovered from
the soggy season of 1908. But in

Above left = on a holiday or the ‘ith of
July Alaskan miners enjoyed ge'ttng
together for a game of baseball. Thrso
rugged characters were the members of
the Longand Ruby miners' team in 1917.
ALASKA SPORTSMAN3)

Left — The tiny ball park at Dawson City
in 1903 was in an_urban setting, near the
center jf the City. iTroseth Aloum. University
of Alaska Archlvesf

oth~r parrs ol Alaska, especially
the Interior, the climate and ter-
rain are more suitable lor baseball
than they are in Nome After the
gold rush Fairbanks was base-
ball mad"™ as one observer put it
and the community was the hard-
ball capital of Alaska. The
highlight of the season, as it still is
today, was the annual midnight
sun game on June 21. Every year
on the longest day of the summer,
a baseball game is played in Fair-
banks at midnight, without the
aid of artificial lights. The mid-
night sur. game is one of the oldest
traditions in the city, and it marks
the official beginning of summer
In Interior Alaska.

With the blls_ter!nﬁ
rays of the Midnight
Sun beating down
upon them, and their

everymove followed

intently by a crowd of
wild fans. . ..

The midnight game of 1908
was vividly described in the Fair-
banks Daily News. "With the
blistering rays of the Midnight
Sun beating down upon them.”
the News reported on June 22,
1908. ™"and their every move
followed intently by a crowd of
wild fans whose enthusiasm held
them in the oven-like bleachers
and grandstands, the pick of
Alaska's stars of the diamond
played faultless ball last
night...."

Anyone who has ever watched
a baseball game at Growden Fielld
in Fairbanks during the summer,
would have to admit that the
bleachers are hardly "oven-like"
at one o'clock in the morning.
Underneath the box score in the
paper, a note admitted that the
description of the game had been
clightly exaggerated.

"This story is probably a littlle
raw for home consumption.” the
News confessed, "but it is pointed
out that it is as near the truth as
lots of newspapers ever ven-
ture. . The account of |this|

strange game is annuallv clipped
Irom the local press bv people
here and sent tc friends in all
parts of the world. Therefore, this
account is discreetly tinted
only because it is for exportation
to chechacodom. - 1,

The long summer nights still
seem ideal for playing, or
watching, a ball game, and Alaska
has proven to be a training ground
for major league ballplayers. This
is more true today than in years
past —although a man known as
Klondike Smith played a lew
games in left field for the New
York Yankees in 1912. and
Thomas Sullivan, who was born
in Nome in 1906. caught one
game for the Cincinnati Reds in
1925.: Today the semi-pro teams
of the Alaska League attract the
top college stars In the country. In
recent years Bob Boone. Floyd
Bannister. Tom Seaver. Graig
Nettles, and Dave Kingman, are
just a few of the big league stars
who have played ball under the
"blistering rays"™ of the midnight
sun. Zz

Terrence Cole is the editor of The
ALASKA JOURNAL*, and the author of
T. Bamette: The Strange Story of the
Mnri Who Founded Fairbanks, published
% Nlaska Northwest Publishing in 1981.
nas recently received his Ph D in
history at the University of Washington.
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