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Invention of Softball Led to the Brilliant Ballhawks
Kewanee’s Famed Women’s Softball Team Shined at a Sport Which Began as a Lark in 1887
Kudos to the legendary Kewanee Ballhawks softball team, which will appear on Kewanee’s Mural 19
next summer. As we ramp up to this honor for an
exciting group of women, let’s learn a little about the
game at which they excelled.
Softball actually has a football background, well,
not derived from football, but . . .
On Thanksgiving Day in 1887, a group of young
Harvard and Yale alumni in Chicago gathered in the
Farragut Boat Club gym awaiting the outcome of the
Harvard-Yale football game being played at New
York’s Polo Grounds. A Yale man picked up a
stray boxing glove and threw it at a Harvard
alum, who swatted at it with a broken broom
handle. George Hancock, later anointed the
game’s inventor, tied twine around the boxing
glove so that it resembled a ball, chalked out a
diamond on the floor, and dubbed it “indoor
baseball.” While Yale won the football game, no
one remembers who won the 41-40 baseball-like
affair.
The next week, Hancock wrote up rules and
later created a 17” ball and a bat smaller than a

traditional baseball bat. By the next year, the game
began moving outdoors.
The game became popular, first in Chicago and
then across the Midwest. Rules changed and grew
over the next decade, and the game became known,
variously, as kitten baseball, diamond ball, pumpkin
ball, and even mush ball, in addition to indoor
baseball. But by 1926, the game officially became
known as softball.
Women played softball from early on, for a number
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in sports. It didn’t hurt that softball was a
“community” game not caught up in professionalism, viewed by many as an unbecoming pursuit by a woman.
In 1933, softball was finally organized
nationally. Fifty-five teams were invited to
a tournament at the 1933 Chicago World
Fair, and were divided into three main
classes: fastballers, slow pitch, and
women’s leagues. Over 350,000 saw the
game during the Fair’s run, and the game’s
popularity continued to grow. Standardization occurred, with organizations settling on a 12” ball for fastpitch, and fields
became uniform depending on the size of
the ball used.

First women’s “indoor – baseball team”
Chicago’s 1899 West Division High School

But by the late 1930s, women’s softball
was more popular than men’s softball.
Where the men’s game seemed secondary
to baseball, the women’s game seemed
fresh and new. In 1945 in Esquire Magazine’s ESQUIRE’S FIRST SPORTS READER, Herbert
Graffis explained why:

of reasons. It was a newer sport without a history of
being defined as a “male” bastion like baseball and
football. The rules were generally the same for the
men’s and women’s game. Pioneering women, such
as Helen Wills Moody and Babe Didrikson Zaharias,
paved the way for the general public to accept women
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Edith Houghton, Philadelphia Bobbies

“A young lady who works for a neighborhood
plow plant or dairy outdraws [movie stars] Hedy
Lamarr or Ann Sheridan in many a community where
these females are competitively billed as entertainment. When the local young lady known as Butch,
Spike, or Mickey can do that, you may be sure that she
appeals to fundamental instincts.”
Women like Edith Houghton, taught baseball by
her father when she six, picked up the new women’s
game quickly, joining the Philadelphia Bobbies semipro team in 1922 when she was ten years old. Edith
quickly became a star, drew large crowds when
touring Japan in 1925, and went on to play with other
women’s pro teams. [After leaving the WAVES at the
end of World War II, Edith was hired by the Philadel-

phia Phillies as Major League Baseball's first female
scout. She left the team in 1952 and rejoined the Navy,
serving in Korea and Vietnam, retiring as a chief petty
officer. She died in 2013 at 101.]
Softball became popular in Kewanee and,
following the trajectory elsewhere, Kewanee women
picked up the game.
Unfortunately, I never saw the Ballhawks play
before I left Kewanee in 1960. But between now and
the dedication of the Ballhawk’s mural next summer,
folks who were there will surely tell us the tales of
excellence to which Kewanee was exposed by those
strong women. I look forward to learning much more
about those pioneering women of Kewanee.
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