
Invisible Umpires
The Ku Klux Klan and Baseball in the 1920s

 Felix Harcourt

In 1922, the Literary Digest proclaimed the decade to be “a new golden age of 
sport and outdoor amusements.”1 By 1923, newspapers devoted nearly 16 per-
cent of their pages to sport, up from less than 1 percent in 1880.2 At the fore-
front of this explosion was baseball. Annual attendance at professional games 
rose to above 10 million throughout the 1920s, and sandlot games saw a sim-
ilar surge in popularity.3 Herbert Hoover was moved to proclaim that “next 
to religion, baseball has furnished a greater impact on American life than 
any other institution.”4 At all levels of society, organizations across the United 
States— from firemen to churches— formed teams and sponsored games. The 
second Ku Klux Klan, which resurfaced after World War I and would reach 
the height of its popularity in 1924, was no exception to this trend.5

Although it has received little attention from historians, the Ku Klux Klan’s 
sporting life provides significant insight into the place of the so- called Invisi-
ble Empire in everyday American life in the 1920s and into the organization’s 
complex relationship with the cultural mainstream. Klan baseball teams also 
provide another perspective on the use of sport— especially baseball— as a tool 
of legitimization by groups that perceived themselves as marginalized. The 
involvement of Klansmen in baseball was a reflection, expression, and consol-
idation of deeply held Klannish beliefs. It was the product of a genuine enthu-
siasm for the sport, a prime example of the Klan’s often self- contradictory atti-
tudes toward secrecy and secular culture. It also represented a notable means 
of outreach and self- promotion for the organization.

Not everyone took the idea of the Klan playing baseball entirely seriously. 
Dr. Harry Emerson Fosdick, minister of New York’s First Presbyterian Church, 
declared, “The millennium will come when the Ku Klux Klan and the Knights 
of Columbus play a baseball game with a negro umpire for the benefit of the 
Jewish employees of Henry Ford at Zion City.”6 Walter Dill Scott, president of 
Northwestern University, was even more optimistic, telling “a story of a friend 
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who said he would not be surprised if some day the Knights of Columbus 
would play a match ball game with the Ku Klux Klan, with a colored umpire, 
and the gate receipts going to Jewish charities.”7 The African American peri-
odical The Messenger declared that such a game, with the proceeds going to a 
Jewish orphan asylum, would be the very definition of “good old- fashioned 
Americanism.”8 The joke was repeated so often, with slight variations, that as 
early as 1923 the Klan’s Imperial Night- Hawk referred to it as an “old chestnut.”9

What those who jested about such matters did not seem to realize was that 
the Ku Klux Klan was heavily involved in both those kinds of novelty games 
and in regular baseball leagues throughout the 1920s. Baseball allowed Klans-
men to come together and prove both to themselves and to the world at large 
that the Ku Klux Klan was an institution to be celebrated, not feared. Other 
groups seemingly at the fringe of mainstream American society had adopted a 
similar approach to great success. The American Hebrew urged Jewish youths 
to seek success in sports to prove that they could “play on an equal footing” 
and earn “added respect.”10 A Utah team, the Salt Lake City Mormons, Elders 
of Bishops, which played at the turn of the century, had helped the Church of 
Latter- Day Saints “prove its American character to its nearby states, who rec-
ognized in the Mormon’s appreciation of baseball their common character with 
American ideals.”11 During the Klan’s heyday, the House of David, a Christian 
Israelite community created “to gather the lost tribes of Israel in preparation 
for the advent of the Millennium,” fielded one of the most popular and success-
ful barnstorming baseball teams of the 1920s. Baseball became the House of 
David’s chosen method of altering mainstream perceptions of the organization, 
an “evangelistic tool” that spread the word of “the religious acceptability of the 
commune.”12 Steven Riess has argued that “baseball in the 1920s was probably 
more successful in helping socialize and integrate Americans than ever before.”13 
This was true not only for Jews and Catholics, African Americans, and outlier 
sects like the House of David but also for the Ku Klux Klan.

Although widespread, Klannish entry into the world of baseball was, for 
the most part, sporadic and haphazard. Sports results never received partic-
ular attention in Klan publications. Klan teams were never organized within 
any kind of uniform structure or subjected to national regulation. Most were 
simply the outgrowth of the interest of local, highly heterogeneous Klans with 
little to no relationship to the organization’s “Imperial” officers. Nonetheless, 
baseball was embraced both by the Klan’s imperial leadership and at the grass-
roots level for what it was and what it represented. The creed of baseball held 
that the sport was an “indigenous American game” that “typified all that was 
best in our society.”14 The sport encompassed the values of the idealized small- 
town society increasingly under threat from the immigrant- dominated cit-
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ies. Baseball’s values, as Michael S. Kimmel astutely observes, “were not only 
American, but Christian.”15 The game’s proponents promulgated an ethos 
of “muscular Christianity” that had gained vogue as the nineteenth century 
rapidly tumbled into the twentieth, and baseball was “good for the body and 
the soul of men.”16 It was crucial to “the health and moral fiber of the body 
social.”17 And no one in the 1920s appreciated Christian moral refinement and 
rigorous Americanism more than the Ku Klux Klan.18

In general, the baseball games that the Klan engaged in can be divided into 
three rough categories. The most common were those held at social occa-
sions, usually featuring two Klan teams facing each other. Many large Klan 
events or jamborees would offer a baseball game as part of the day’s entertain-
ment.19 At a day- long Klan picnic in Racine, Wisconsin, for example, baseball 
was considered a draw equal to the lectures, music, and “eats.”20 These games 
primarily represented what sociologist Rory McVeigh refers to as soft (non-
material or social) incentives that the Invisible Empire made available as ben-
efits to offset the potential drawbacks and penalties of Klan membership.21 
Historian Kathleen Blee has similarly made a persuasive case for considering 
these “alternative forms of leisure, culture, and social life” as a means of con-
solidating Klannish bigotry “into an organized political force.”22 This inter-
pretation finds support in the statements of many Klan leaders. The grand 
dragon of Oklahoma, for example, encouraged Klansmen to “awaken inter-
est . . . in the Klan” by “encouraging good, wholesome athletic tournaments” 
between white Protestants.23

This soft- incentive reading is less persuasive, however, in understand-
ing the nature of the second category of Klannish baseball— what might be 
referred to as novelty games— which featured the nativist bigots of the Klan 
challenging Catholic, Jewish, and African American teams. In July 1924, for 
example, the Klan of Youngstown, Ohio, challenged the Knights of Columbus 
to a baseball game during an upcoming Klan picnic. As far as the Klan was 
concerned, the Knights of Columbus planned to bring the United States under 
papal domination. The Columbians saw the Klan as little more than organized 
thuggery designed to crush Catholicism. To make matters even more unlikely, 
the Klan also proposed a “colored referee” (Claude Johnson, a “well known 
negro athlete”) and “2 Jewish friends on the gate” to “take out of the day all the 
usual sting of bigotry which the enemies of the Klan usually attribute to it.” An 
Associated Press report on the invitation was picked up by newspapers across 
the country. The Chicago Defender headlined its article, “Scorekeeper Should 
Add Casualties to Box Score Columns.” Unfortunately, the Knights of Colum-
bus declined the invitation.24

A year later in Wichita, Kansas, however, a seemingly even more improba-
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ble game took place. June 1925 saw the Wichita Monrovians, “Wichita’s crack 
colored team,” take the field against the Ku Klux Klan No. 6 in one of the few 
Klan sporting events to receive any real historical analysis.25 The Monrovi-
ans were a particularly successful African American semipro team— popular 
and profitable enough to own their own ballpark— and had just returned 
from a barnstorming tour of the state. The Klan, on the other hand, had 
been ruled a foreign corporation by the state supreme court in January, a 
move that theoretically rendered the Klan’s existence in the state illegal. Yet 
the two teams (it is unclear which approached the other) came to an agree-
ment to meet on the baseball diamond. Moreover, to “get away from all pos-
sible favoritism,” two well- known local Irish Catholic amateur umpires were 
selected to score the game.26

Fearing the combination of elements could result in trouble, the local 
newspaper warned that “strangle holds, razors, horsewhips, and other violent 
implements of argument will be barred.”27 Whether because of or despite the 
threat of violence due to “the wide difference of the two organizations,” the 
newspaper predicted that “the novelty of the game will attract a large crowd 
of fans.”28 Both teams promised that “all the fans will see is baseball,” and the 
game did indeed go off without a hitch.29 The Monrovians defeated the Klan in 
a “close and interesting baseball battle.”30 And that was an end to it. Although 
it was described as the “best attended and most interesting game” held that 
day, the matchup was not apparently so much more fascinating than any of the 
other baseball games that day as to warrant more than a two- sentence report.31

Those few who have remarked upon these games have viewed them as 
publicity- seeking stunts seized upon by an organization incapable of attract-
ing new members to boost its dwindling numbers. Brian Carroll argues that 
the Wichita fixture was “a Klan ploy to curry favor with the public at large and 
the black community especially”— a soft incentive writ large.32 Jason Pendle-
ton characterizes it as “anomalous.”33 William Jenkins situates the Youngstown 
invitation in the context of a crumbling Ohio Klan.34 These arguments do 
have their merits. A reasonable case could be made that the games were pro-
posed for publicity purposes— by Klans that had passed their apex, reaching 
for straws in an attempt to put themselves back into the public eye and regain 
the influence they once had.

This characterization is not wholly convincing, however, and leaves sev-
eral significant questions unaddressed. Pendleton’s argument— that the Wich-
ita game represented an extraordinary move by the people of Wichita to 
embrace an attitude of toleration toward the local black population, bearing 
no apparent relation to other contemporary trends— is singularly unpersua-
sive.35 Carroll makes a somewhat more credible claim, pointing to the fact that 
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the Wichita Klan team “does not appear in any other Beacon or Eagle article 
or in any posting of league standings in the 1920s” to support the idea that the 
Wichita game was a publicity- seeking novelty.36 Carroll fails to explain, how-
ever, why exactly the Klan, historic enemy of the African American popula-
tion, would be seeking to “curry favor” with the black community. In fact, by 
playing against a black team in a sport that was still widely segregated, they 
would surely have run the risk of alienating their core constituency and actu-
ally losing members— not the most effective soft- incentive recruiting tool or 
means of consolidating Klannish bigotry.

The Ohio Klan’s attempt to distance itself from “the usual sting of bigotry” 
may have been an attempt to widen their appeal. They surely stood to lose 
support from their base, however, by playing baseball against an organiza-
tion believed to be the advance guard for the impending papal invasion of the 
United States. Similarly, it is difficult to see what incentive losing to a team of 
professional black baseball players offered. To dismiss these fixtures as anom-
alies or publicity stunts intended to shore up membership is to ignore their 
wider implications. The lack of interest shown in these curious baseball games 
demonstrates the limits of the theoretical framework through which many 
scholars have examined the Klan. For a more comprehensive understanding 
of the Invisible Empire and its place in 1920s America, these games must be 
viewed as part of the link that embedded the Ku Klux Klan deep in everyday 
American life.

The third category of Klannish baseball— Klan teams playing in regular 
sandlot baseball leagues across the country— offers a particularly significant 
insight into understanding this complex relationship between the Klan and 
mainstream America. Reflecting the national boom in professional baseball’s 
popularity, the twenties saw local sandlot leagues take on a new vibrancy and 
relevance. In most major cities, there were sufficient teams to support at least 
two or three different sandlot leagues that were largely divided up between 
well- meaning but lackluster amateurs and more polished semiprofessional 
teams. Atlanta, for example, had five amateur baseball leagues in the 1924 sea-
son, each featuring at least six teams.37 Companies, churches, or charities— 
organizations of every kind put together nines to take to the field in cities and 
towns across the country, and the Klan was no exception.

The first Ku Klux Klan sandlot team seems to have been formed in the orga-
nization’s stronghold of Indiana. In March 1923, the Fiery Cross announced the 
organization of the Indiana Travelers Ball Team, composed of “ex- league play-
ers,” and boasted that it would be “one of the strongest semiprofessional teams 
in the central states.”38 A month later, another Klan newspaper noted that 
“a dozen or more” Klans in Indiana had established teams, with challenges 
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between them “flying thick and fast even this early in the season.”39 None of 
these teams, however, seem to have lasted or made much impact.

The next Klan team to appear, a year later in Imperial Wizard Hiram Evans’s 
home state of Texas, was also something of a flop. The Fort Worth team caused 
an initial flurry of national publicity when it was established. Much of this ini-
tial interest stemmed from the fact that it had been admitted to an amateur 
league that would call for several games against the Knights of Columbus. Try-
ing to fight public skepticism, manager Steve Ellis told the United Press that the 
Klan team would be no different from any other in the league. The uniforms 
would feature a fiery cross, and the team’s caps would be marked with the letter 
K. But “the only player to wear a mask on the field will be the catcher.” Despite 
Ellis’s best efforts, however, the team made little impression.40

A team formed that same year in the Klan headquarters of Atlanta, Geor-
gia, met with considerably more success. In April of 1924, the amateur base-
ball season in Atlanta opened. One of the teams competing was the newly 
formed Klan nine, but the organization’s involvement drew little comment. 
It was, after all, just one of the forty- six sandlot teams playing each weekend. 
The Knights of Columbus had already been playing in the most prestigious of 
the city’s five amateur leagues for years. The Klan players found themselves 
in the Dixie League, otherwise known as the City League, competing against 
teams fielded by local churches and companies.41

The Klan team benefited from the imprimatur of the imperial wizard. Its 
manager was one of Hiram Evans’s top lieutenants. More importantly, the 
Klan players were actually good, many having either played for or being soon 
to play for other local sandlot, collegiate, and even minor-league teams.42 In 
their first game, the Klan team beat the Peachtree Road Presbyterians by a 
runaway 32– 5, but the victory elicited no more comment from the newspapers 
than any of the other amateur games played that day. In early July, the Atlanta 
Constitution could only describe a victory for the Klansmen as “one of the 
closest and best games so far this year.”43

Since it had no bearing on the pennant race in their respective leagues, little 
note was paid to a June 30 game between the Ku Klux Klan and the Knights 
of Columbus. Drawing a “good crowd,” the game was described as “clean and 
fast.” The Knights of Columbus, generally regarded as the superior team, 
found themselves outmatched on this occasion by “the heavy hitting of the 
battery of the K.K.K.” and lost. No violence was recorded, on or off the field. 
The Klan and the Knights of Columbus may have feared, distrusted, and hated 
each other, but they were apparently capable of meeting as equals on the base-
ball field.44



Harcourt: Invisible Umpires 7

The Ku Klux Klan was playing sandlot baseball and playing it well. News-
papers treated the team just like any other, with reports focused on scores and 
the performance of particular players. This included printing the names— 
sometimes the full names— of the Klan players in the box scores and game 
commentary each week. The supposedly secret organization was putting on 
a very public show as they became the champions of the Dixie League. Roy 
“Dizzy” Carlyle, who was the brother of one of the Klan players and would 
soon play for the Red Sox and the Yankees, praised the team as “one of the 
best amateur teams in the south.” Despite this success, the Atlanta Klan failed 
to field a team during the 1925 season. In 1926, a Klan team did again compete 
intermittently, but it was not the same. No longer the powerhouse of the Dixie 
League, the Klan now found itself vying with the team fielded by Coca- Cola to 
keep from ending in last place.45

Overlooking the game against the Knights of Columbus, it could be argued 
that the success and acceptance of a Klan baseball team was somewhat to be 
expected in Atlanta, birthplace of the second Klan. It is difficult to make the 
same case about the Klan baseball team that came to prominence later the 
same year— in Los Angeles, California. The Los Angeles Klan baseball team 
made its initial appearance in August 1924.46 The Los Angeles Times seemed 
unsurprised by the Invisible Empire’s appearance in the city’s sporting life, 
noting only that a large crowd was expected and that their opponents were 
a “hard- hitting” team with a string of victories to their name.47 The Klan, as 
expected, lost. A couple of weeks later, despite the inauspicious start, the Times 
noted that the Klan was playing “good consistent baseball.”48

The team’s success was inspirational— less than two months after Klan No. 
1’s first game, Los Angeles Klan No. 3 had also organized a team. Although 
the regular baseball season ended in September, the warmth of Southern Cal-
ifornia allowed play to continue until well into February. Both Klans entered 
their teams into the winter league, known as the San Gabriel Valley Ice Time 
League. Much as in Atlanta, the Klan teams were treated like any of the sixty or 
so other amateur and semipro teams that played in sandlots around Los Ange-
les every weekend. On any given weekend, there might be between twenty and 
thirty games played. Only particularly interesting games warranted newspaper 
space. Klan No. 1 and Klan No. 3 were treated no differently— including hav-
ing their players’ names printed for all to see. The Invisible Empire was not so 
invisible when it reached the sports pages, but it was also not that remarkable. 
The Klan teams’ records were relatively pedestrian; and for the most part, the 
Klan games did not draw any special attention.49

There was one notable exception to this. In October 1924, Los Angeles Klan 
No. 1 played a three- game charity series. Their opponents were the local chap-
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ter of the Independent Order of B’nai B’rith. Although Jews were not, for the 
most part, vilified by the Klan to the same degree as Catholics, anti- Semitism 
remained a significant part of the Klannish worldview. As far as most Klans-
men were concerned, Jews were fundamentally un- American— their “Jew-
ish Nationalism” would make them “ever remain a people apart,” according 
to Imperial Wizard Evans— as well as economically rapacious and (depend-
ing on which Klansman you asked) willing allies or dupes of the international 
Catholic conspiracy. American Jews, for their part, did not hold Klansmen in 
much higher regard.50

Despite this ideological baggage, the two teams had managed to arrange 
to peaceably face each other on the sports field. Nor was it just any sandlot 
field— the games were played at Vernon Ball Park, home to the Vernon Tigers 
(a Double- A team in the Pacific Coast League) and able to seat a capacity 
crowd of ten thousand. Adding to the unique quality of the games was the fact 
that the B’nai B’rith had somehow been convinced to play the Klan to benefit 
the city’s Crippled Children’s Christmas Fund.

Newspaper coverage of the series, however, completely ignored any clash of 
creeds. Instead, the Los Angeles Times exulted that the matchup was a “corker” 
due to the fact that both teams “are evenly matched and both are playing fast 
ball.”51 Adding to the excitement, the Klan and the B’nai B’rith had won a game 
apiece by the time of their final meeting on October 19. Those two games had 
already been “hotly contested,” with victories only coming after the games had 
gone into extra innings. The game was expected to draw a large crowd— not 
because of its apparently singular nature or for the clash of ideas it represented 
but because the clash of well- matched teams “should be hotter than ever.”52 For 
sports reporters, religious and racial dogma had no part in the drawing power 
of the games. It was simply a matter of baseball.

The next year, the Los Angeles Klans chose not to field teams. The Klans-
men of Washington dc, however, would soon pick up the baton. In May 1926, 
Creth Bailey Hines, future minor leaguer and Olympian, organized National 
Capital Klan No. 2 into a sandlot baseball team, “believed to be the first in the 
East.”53 The Klansmen, Hines boasted, “are capable of taking on the best.”54 
Although locals were initially skeptical— the Washington Evening Star made 
snide reference to the need to “doff their white robes in favor of baseball 
uniforms”— press coverage quickly came to resemble that of any other local 
sandlot team.55

The Klan was playing baseball, and few seemed to mind. The Star went so 
far as to call 1926 “the most successful sandlot baseball season in Washing-
ton’s history.” By the beginning of the 1927 season, the Klan was considered to 
have “one of the strongest teams in the district,” and “one of the best pitchers.” 
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Newspapers reported on the Klan nine’s “winning rampage” and “triumphant 
march.” With 25 wins in 30 starts, the Klan team was a viable challenger for 
the 1927 independent unlimited baseball title of the district and had “trounced 
some of the best teams in and around Washington, creating quite a few upsets 
in their lists.”56

It would, of course, be naïve to think that there was no element whatsoever 
of publicity seeking to the Klan baseball team. In fact, they were the centerpiece 
of one of the Capital Klan’s most successful public events— an annual charity 
benefit game against the Junior Order of United American Mechanics, one of 
the oldest fraternal societies in the United States and distinctly sympathetic 
toward nativist ideas. In 1926 and 1927 (the annual tradition was not a long- lived 
one), the two teams met on the field at Clark Griffith American League Sta-
dium, then home to the Washington Senators. In 1926, the game drew a crowd 
over six thousand strong.57 In comparison, two months earlier the stadium had 
played host to the much- anticipated first Congressional baseball game in over 
ten years, which attracted a crowd of roughly four thousand.58

What is notable, however, is not how much publicity these games garnered 
for the Klan but how little publicity the rest of their games received— and how 
little the Klan courted it. Many of their games would be noted in the sports 
pages of local newspapers. The Klan nine did not, however, draw any more 
comment than other leading teams in the local sandlot leagues.

This was particularly apparent with the Klan’s more unexpected games. 
In September 1927, the baseball team of National Capital Klan No. 2 faced 
the Hebrew All- Stars— including Abe Povich, brother of sportswriter Shir-
ley Povich— in a game organized by local doctor and Jewish sandlot baseball 
standout Carl “Ikey” Dreyfus. The Klan beat the Hebrew All- Stars 4 runs to 0, 
and the closest either side came to violence was three beanballs, all likely unin-
tentional. Local newspapers barely found the game worthy of note, with the 
Washington Evening Star giving it less than an inch of column space.59

This was not the only “anomalous” game for the dc Klan. The Klan nine 
played against at least three different Catholic teams on multiple occasions. 
Less than a month after Creth Hines formed the team, the Klan played Wee- 
Willie Glascoe’s Shamrocks, all Irish Catholics, and lost badly. Later in the sea-
son, the Klan not only played the St. Joseph’s Catholic Church team but also 
joined them to successfully petition for amalgamating leagues from dc, Mary-
land, and Virginia.60

Perhaps the Klan’s most surprising opponents (at least to those who had 
not been paying attention to the earlier teams in Atlanta and Los Angeles) 
were the St. Mary’s Celtics, whose team included members of the Knights of 
Columbus. The first Klan- and- Celtics game, in June 1927, was met, nonethe-
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less, with no more or less interest by the newspapers than any other game— it 
was “a spirited game” in front of “a large crowd,” characterized by “a brilliant 
pitchers battle” that the Celtics won. The Post even described, without any 
apparent irony, how a “snappy double play” by the Celtics put an end to “a 
threatening Klan rally.”61

The lack of sensationalism attached to these games is underlined by the 
fact that Washington newspapers gave far more column inches on the sports 
pages to ongoing rivalries that the Klan team had with other competitors for 
the pennant. The conflicts that mattered had nothing to do with ideology and 
everything to do with baseball. Newspapers devoted more than three times 
more space to a doubleheader against a team in Silver Spring, for example, 
than they had to the Klan’s game against the Celtics.62

The Klan team continued to draw crowds to watch it play. This did not, 
however, translate into an increased membership for the Klan itself, which 
continued to decline precipitously. Due to this decline and its corollaries— a 
dearth of members, monetary constraints, irrelevancy— the Klan did not reg-
ularly field a team again after the end of the 1927 season, although a Klan team 
did make sporadic appearances in 1929.

The end of the baseball team in Washington dc largely ended the public 
involvement of the Ku Klux Klan in the vibrant sandlot baseball scene of the 
1920s. Neglected in histories of the Ku Klux Klan and overlooked in histories 
of sport, the regular appearance of the Invisible Empire on the sports pages of 
American newspapers quickly became forgotten. By 1957, when the rise of the 
third iteration of the Klan prompted the formation of a softball team in Chat-
tanooga, Tennessee, the New York Times felt confident in declaring that “in the 
long history of the Klan’s nocturnal activities, this was believed to be the first 
instance in which the terroristic organization sought to ‘advertise’ openly its 
cause to the public through the widely popular method of fielding a ball team 
in a friendly contest with umpires and the accepted rules of the game.”63 The 
ghosts of the Ku Klux Klan sports teams of the 1920s had already been exor-
cised from popular memory.

Although quickly forgotten, these sandlot baseball games are significant in 
furthering understanding of the Ku Klux Klan’s place in American daily life 
in the 1920s. Firstly, it is important to note how unremarkable the Klan’s con-
temporaries found its actions. Some events (or even simply plans for events) 
were obviously intended to draw as much publicity as possible, like the chari-
table games in Los Angeles and Washington. Such games, however, tended to 
be the exception. It is also important to note that on the occasions that Klan 
games drew attention, the commentary elicited was heavily weighted toward 
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discussion of the mechanics of the sport rather than the ideological context of 
the event.

Secondly, the participation of the Klan in public sporting events belies the 
importance that many have placed on the organization’s need for secrecy. 
Opponents of the Invisible Empire often made clear that it was the masked 
nature of their work that was disagreeable rather than the content of their 
ideas. Most Klan historians have emphasized the Klan’s need for secrecy in 
order to attract members and protect them from social censure if not worse— 
indeed, many have argued that it was the antimasking laws and the resulting 
impact on the ability of the Klan to remain secretive that caused its abrupt 
decline.64 And yet members of Klan teams in cities and towns across the coun-
try had their full names published on a regular basis in the box scores of major 
newspapers and in souvenir programs and scorecards at larger games.65 The 
open nature of all these events meant that members of the public could see as 
many unmasked members of the so- called Invisible Empire as they wished. 
The managers of the Los Angeles and dc teams, like the managers of most 
other sandlot teams, would regularly put notices asking for games in the news-
paper, which gave not only their name but often their address and telephone 
number as well. This ability to forego the secrecy that supposedly protected 
and enticed Klan members points strongly to the idea that the Klan was con-
sidered, at least by the mid- 1920s, as relatively unremarkable and far more 
deeply ingrained in American life than most historians have given it credit for.

Thirdly, it is notable that players were able to join a number of different 
clubs without any apparent stigma from having played with the Klan team. It 
seems likely that no one would have been allowed onto a Klan team without 
having first joined the Klan, but their largely open membership does not seem 
to have been a hindrance. Almost all the members of the Atlanta team went on 
to play for local, minor league, or collegiate teams. Bill Howser, who pitched 
for the dc Klan in 1926, left the Klan team for the Chambersburg Maroons in 
Pennsylvania. When the Maroons won their league, the Washington Post ran 
a picture of Howser with his teammates, openly identifying him as an ex- Klan 
player.66 Jimmy Quayle, who left the dc Klan nine for the Alexandria Cards 
sandlot team, had earlier played for the Alexandria Busmen— where he was 
replaced by “Ikey” Dreyfus of the Hebrew All- Stars.67

Whether players joined the Klan team from another sandlot nine or left 
the organization to play for other teams, many apparently defined themselves 
more by their desire to play baseball than by their membership in the Klan. 
In the meantime, their decision to play for the bigoted nativists of the Invis-
ible Empire seemingly carried little consequence. The ability to join a Klan 
baseball nine with no notable negative repercussions again reinforces the ideas 
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that the Klan was sufficiently rooted in everyday society and culture and that 
membership was largely unremarkable if not necessarily unobjectionable.

Finally, these baseball games challenge the idea that the Klan’s involve-
ment in the sport was little more than a publicity stunt or an attempt to attract 
members. Clearly, there is some truth to McVeigh’s theory of soft incentives 
and Blee’s argument on the role of sports in consolidating Klannish attitudes. 
This type of analysis can be found in the conclusions of historians like Ken-
neth Jackson, who argued that the formation of the Atlanta baseball team was 
the result of publicity being “eagerly sought.”68 The publicity- seeking nature of 
many of these events cannot be dismissed. They were, at some level, calculated 
both to draw attention to the Ku Klux Klan and to project the heroic, inclusive 
vision of the Klan that many in the upper echelons wished to foster. This was 
the Klan proving, as its officers so often protested, that it was not an “anti- ” 
organization. It was not divisive, nor was it a group that promoted hatred. 
It was simply a pro- Protestant, prowhite supremacy assemblage of patriotic- 
minded individuals.

There are, however, two major problems with the idea that Klans joined 
baseball leagues as a means of seeking publicity. Firstly, baseball proved, again 
and again, to have little actual publicity value for the Klan itself. These games 
drew few headlines, and those headlines concerned sports results. Secondly, 
none of these ventures seem to have succeeded in recruiting new members to 
the Ku Klux Klan or even in preventing current Klansmen from leaving. The 
Los Angeles Klan’s baseball teams couldn’t stop internal squabbles from rav-
aging Southern California Klans. The dc Klan team’s success did nothing to 
staunch the organization’s loss of members. If games against Jewish or Catho-
lic teams were simply stunts to attract publicity or curry favor, then they were 
abject failures.

Furthermore, the publicity that the games attracted was often not the kind 
that would benefit the organization. Blee’s speculation that these leisurely 
activities allowed for a consolidation and fortification of Klannish attitudes 
rings true when the games under consideration are between fellow Klansmen 
at some form of social gathering. It is far more difficult to see how losing to 
a semiprofessional team of black baseball players, as in Wichita, reinforced 
the Klan’s ideals. Engaging Jews and Catholics on the sports field not only 
risked embarrassing defeat but also undermined Klan narratives of inher-
ent and unbridgeable differences. The Klan press argued that “pure Nordic 
blood, the American strain” was necessary for sporting success and claimed 
that immigrants “have no interest in athletics, except to bet on the contests.”69 
Yet Klansmen met Jews and Catholics as effective equals in sporting endeav-
ors, implying a tacit approval and legitimization of these demonized “others.” 
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Far from increasing the Klan’s numbers and strengthening their ideals, these 
games were more likely to alienate those who believed that Catholics and Jews 
represented a clear and present racial, religious, and political danger. The will-
ingness of some Klans to meet Jews and Catholics on the field belied a convic-
tion that sporting achievement was a singularly Protestant enterprise.70

Unsystematic, irregular, and propelled primarily by individual Klans rather 
than the organization’s national leadership, the Ku Klux Klan’s forays into the 
world of baseball defy easy characterization. Historians have been too eager to 
dismiss Klansmen as an alien other that existed only at the fringes of Ameri-
can society, forsaking all forms of secular culture and in turn finding no place 
in that culture for themselves. Although recent years have seen a greater effort 
to analyze the Klan as a mainstream organization in the 1920s, these stud-
ies have emphasized the organization’s civic engagement and political ideals. 
There has been little effort to understand the Invisible Empire’s place in the 
nation’s cultural life. The Klan’s engagement with baseball, however, under-
lines the fact “that the second Klan was far more ensconced in American life 
than many of us would like to admit.”71 It is not at all surprising that the Klan 
should take so heartily to this most American of sports. The average Klans-
man needed no imperial representative to tell him to enjoy and participate in 
baseball or to send his children out to play with bat and ball.

Baseball offered an unparalleled opportunity for the Ku Klux Klan to inter-
act with the “alien” world in a way that has been overlooked by historians, but 
that interaction also seems to have been largely unremarkable even as it hap-
pened. Klan teams were able to integrate themselves into the sporting life of 
cities and towns across the United States with barely any comment, let alone 
outrage. The Klan was apparently so much a part of this everyday milieu that 
even games against Jewish and Catholic teams did not often seem to pro-
voke any particular interest in the newspapers or spark any violent protest. 
The Klan’s involvement with sports during the 1920s reflected the organiza-
tion’s integration into everyday American life. The Klan certainly had many 
detractors— vocal critics with substantial justification for their attacks on the 
organization. But when it came to day- to- day interactions, the Klan was so 
deeply woven into the fabric of American society in the 1920s that a Klan base-
ball team could almost win the championship in the nation’s capital and barely 
anyone would notice.
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