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Tyng practiced with the mask over the

winter, and first used it in that 1877 game.

His new gear went unmentioned in local

newspaper accounts, but the Har vard
Crimson took notice. It called the mask “a

complete success,” which “adds greatly to

the confidence of the catcher, who need

not feel that he is every moment in danger

of a life-long injury.”

Tyng committed only two errors in the

game, far fewer than usual, and continued

to use the mask despite criticism. One

wag wrote that if the catcher’s mask was

accepted, the public would soon see “a

player sculling around the bases with a

stove funnel on his legs and a boiler-iron

riveted across his stomach.” When Har-

vard played the Boston Red Caps, oppos-

ing catcher Deacon White tried the mask

but discarded it, claiming it blocked his

vision. But the Crimson declared, “[t]o the

ingenious inventor of this mask we are

largely indebted for the excellent playing

of our new catcher.”

Thayer claimed the invention, receiving

a patent early in 1878, just as the mask

took o≠ in popularity. But the issue of in-

ventorship remained unsettled. In the early

1880s he sued rival manufacturers, finally

prevailing in 1886. Then questions arose as

to whether Tyng or Howard Thatcher, his

predecessor as catcher, had actually in-

vented the mask. Thatcher, by then a

physician living in Maine, claimed that

“[w]hen we played our first game in the

spring of 1876, I put on a mask which I had

made from heavy wire.” He did say that

Thayer “helped me to make it.” Tyng dis-

agreed. His account follows the accepted

version, with an added claim that Tyng

originally suggested the mask to Thayer,

who then had it made by a “wiremaker in

Boston.” Tyng then complained that nei-

ther the “original suggestor of the idea,”

nor the wiremaker, “have ever seen the

fruits of their ingenuity.”

Warren R. Briggs, a local semipro

catcher of that era, disputed these claims

in the popular press. He claimed he saw a

catcher’s mask in Thayer’s room in 1875

(and thoughtfully suggested some im-

provements). Briggs added that he had

used the mask in 1876.

So who invented the mask: Thayer,

Thatcher, Tyng, or the metalsmith who

actually made it? Legally, of course,

Thayer invented it. But the questions

would not go away. They arose in 1895,

again in 1909, and even when Tyng died

in 1931, after a long career in insurance

and as a noted amateur athlete. His obit-

uary states that “some say that Mr. Tyng

rigged up a mask for himself of wood and

sti≠ wire.”

Perhaps the explanation is that when

someone on a team invents something,

the leader takes credit. Thayer was the

manager and later became an attorney,

well prepared to defend his patent. A

similar situation arose in recent decades

over the term “threepeat.” Los Angeles

Laker (and until recently New Jersey

Nets coach) Byron Scott coined the term

in 1988, after the Lakers won consecutive

NBA titles. Coach Pat Riley, however,

copyrighted the term and added to his

wealth when two later teams three-

peated. About the only thing that can be

said with any certainty is that Thayer

didn’t create the mask in a vacuum, and

that Tyng went to his grave believing he

contributed more to the invention of the

mask than he received credit for.

�stephen eschenbach

Baseball historian Stephen Eschenbach is collab-
orating with the Ivy League on the Ivy Baseball
History Project (www.ivyleaguesports.com/doc-
uments/bsbmlb.asp). Tom Schieber, curator of
new media at the Baseball Hall of Fame, directed
the author to new information about the first
catcher’s mask.

Rowing
The men’s heavyweight crew capped
its second consecutive undefeated sea-
son by repeating as national champions
at the Intercollegiate Rowing Associa-
tion regatta in Camden, N.J. Harvard
won the Ten Eyck Cup for overall heavy-
weight supremacy.The varsity had previ-
ously won the Eastern Sprints, where
the Crimson took home both the Rowe
and Jope Cups for dominance in heavy-
weight and lightweight events, respec-
tively. Harvard captured five of the top
six Sprints events as the freshman and JV
heavyweight eights, and freshman and JV
lightweight crews, also won. Postseason,
the varsity was headed for international
competition at the FISA World Cup in

Lucerne, Switzerland, and at the Henley
Royal Regatta in England.

The women’s lightweight varsity crew
triumphed in the Eastern Sprints, while
the heavyweight boat took the silver
medal, one second behind Princeton.

Tennis
The men’s tennis team (21-6, 7-0 Ivy)
repeated as Ivy League champions and
beat Tulane in the NCAAs and nearly
upset (4-3) Illinois, the top team in the
nation. Senior Dave Lingman was again
named Ivy League Player of the Year.

The women’s team (14-10, 7-0 Ivy)
also defended their Ivy title without a
loss. Courtney Bergman ’05 was named
Ivy League Player of the Year.

Spring Sports

Gone Missing 
On June 18, 1903, on the occasion of Frederick Thayer’s twenty-fifth reunion, his
teammates presented him with the “first catcher’s mask ever used in baseball,” sil-
vered for the occasion by the Boston firm of Bigelow, Kennard Co. The mask even-
tually came into the possession of the Harvard Varsity Club, where it reposed for
many years in a display case in the club’s reading room.

The mask appeared in the exhibit Athletics for All as part of Harvard’s 350th an-
niversary celebration in 1986, according to Warren Little ’55, curator in the depart-
ment of athletics. But in the Varsity Club’s two moves since then the mask has been
lost. Although Little hopes the mask has merely been misplaced, he fears it may be
“decorating some bar in Boston.” If so, it is a very expensive wall ornament: Keith
Vari of Leland’s Sports Auction House, the country’s leading sports memorabilia auc-
tioneers, estimates the mask would bring $10,000 to $15,000 at auction.
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